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Amazon Echo, Alexa, and all related logos are 
trademarks of Amazon.com, Inc. or its affiliates. 






START YOUR DAY WITH THE LATES 
FILM HEADLINES DIRECT 
FROM EMPIRE 


Alexa, what's in the news?" 






JUST ASK 


amazon alexa 





“ALIEN’S INFLUENCE 
IS FAR-REACHING 
AND IMPOSSIBLE 
TO OVERESTIMATE. 
IT CHANGED CINEMA 
FOREVER.” 


THE ALIEN IS theultimate moviemonster.Tome,its § j= 9 ...------------------------- 
notevenupfordebate. Nothingelsereallycomesclose.Ifs wun nee eee ee - +--+ ----- +--+ --- 
a terrifying vision of sharp teeth, corrosive blood and certain CORSA ie RN a Skee TERRAIN 
death born out of the nightmare-racked mind ofSwissartist (42 ween eee nee e eee e ee ee eee 
H.R. Giger who, asaformoftherapy,sketchedthecreatures = @t tn eee eee e+ +--+ --- 
WUOCHINETOIINGEHE SIO im inna oe ee aan ee — 

Is it callous to feel pleased a man suffered from terrible Steidied cement bear es bwweese 
night terrors? And that those night terrorslookedlike that? = -....-.-+------------------- 
Perhaps, when you put it that way.Soinstead,letslookatitlike ween ener e ween eee ee 
this — without them the world would have been denied not just RS aaY SCE ers eee 
his creature, but alsothe series offilmsitheadlined.Andthat = = = = -....---.------------------- 
really does feel like aterriblething.Onething’sforcertain:if = = 8 -...----.------------------- 
Ridley Scott hadn’t made Alien, modern sci-fi movies would > Fees. ee aioe me 
look very different. Its influence is far-reaching and impossible Sha hice dies wer eee sareeune 
tooverestimate.Itchangedcinemaforever, 420 heen nen n eee ene eeee---- 

But it’s not just the filmsthemselves;it’sthestoriesbehind = -....-22---4---2--4----4---- 
them. And they are endlessly fascinating. From the successes, Se eee 
to the admirable failures, to the Alien Vs. Predators, nothing, it ease cadcasicephebaxusceeecec 
seems, happened easilyonthese movies. Thismagazinetells = §« == ..--..---------------------- 
the full four-decade story of the eight films (not six as recent Fe On Tee > Hae Oe ee a 
Blu-ray box sets would have you believe), with both brand-new aad céeedws wie hh deren weTGad 
pieces and at-the-time featuresfromthe Empirearchive, = «.------ —e ah na hat 

We hope you love it. Or, atleast,enjoyitmorethanDavid = «enna ene ----------------- 
Fincherenjoyedmaking Aliem®. 0 ee eee eee e eee e eee 
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IT BEGAN AS A B-MOVIE IDEA, BUT ALIEN TRANSCENDED ITS ROOTS TO 


OT: A FAR- REACHING INFLUENCE ON POPULAR CULTURE. IN A BRAND- NEW 


a ae 


\) PIECE, EMPIRE LOOKS AT HOW RIDLEY SCOTT MADE IT HAPPEN 
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In the spring of 1979, Ridley Scott and the great and the good of 
20th Century Fox, including its then-president Alan Ladd Jr 
and his wife, gathered in Dallas for a second test-screening 
: of their strange new film. Sound issues had hampered a first 
——- preview in St Louis, and the audience had been left confused. 
The studio agreed to try again. So here they were on a warm 
Texan evening, taking in the expectant buzz of a full house 
which had queued up on the promise of a new science-fiction 
movie — with luck maybe one like Star Wars, which had 
shattered box-office records only two 
years before and was the film that had 
a vemetbiiteeds got Alten a greenlight in the first place. 
scott was unusually nervous. He 
couldn't stay put in the cinema. “IT kept 
having to walk around the block,” he 
recalled. He would take a drink at a local 
bar, then come back and ask, “Where are 
they now?” Then depart once more. 
With half an hour remaining, he 
returned from his latest lap of the Dallas 
streets and risked a peek inside to gauge 
the reaction. He found a theatre in 
uproar. The front rows had emptied as 
people retreated from the screen, not 
to leave, only to get out of harm’s way. 
A few were actually standing behind the 
curtains that lined the back wall, peering 
between the gaps like terrified children. 
The cinema manager's face was pale 
as a ghost. The women’s bathroom, he 
informed Scott, was awash with vomit. 
Someone had even stuffed a towel against 
the speaker to shut out the sound piped 
in from the auditorium, 
It had begun with the facehugger, 
leaping out of the alien egg like the 
Devil's jack-in-the-box. The audience had 
screamed en masse, then broken into 
wild applause. With the chestburster, 
a deathly shock had given way to 
hysterical laughter. When Ash had his 
head knocked off revealing the milky 
viscera of asynthetic human, an usher 
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had crashed through the doors, landing on the foyer floor, out 
cold. Afterwards, Ladd Jr's wife reputedly refused to leave the 
house for a day and a half. 

The Fox hierarchy were convinced they were going to be 


banned from every cinema in the country. Scott could only grin. 


This was everything he could have hoped for and more: the 
audience was totally repulsed yet utterly gripped. “That energy 
will carry the film,” he assured them. He knew, instinctively, he 
had a hit. Maybe even something greater than that. 

Months later, with Alten on its way to becoming the 
fifth highest-grossing film of 1979 in the US and a bona-fide 
classic, cmematographer Derek Vanlint slipped into a showing. 
Towards the end, as Ripley returns to the Nostromo to rescue 
Jones, with the audience struck dumb with terror, he recalled 
a desperate voice cutting through the silence. 

“Leave the fucking cat!” 


ff ABOVE LEFT 
BRETT (HARRY 
DEAN STANTON) 
AND THE BEAST 
GET ACQUAINTED. 
* ABOVE 

RIDLEY SCOTT 
ON THE SET 

OF ALIEN. 

ff” LEFT 

RIPLEY 
(SIGOURNEY 
WEAVJER) AND 
BRETT AWAKE 
FROM HYPERSLEEP. 
“? RIGHT 
RIPLEY. PARKER 


(YAPHET KOTTO) 
AND BRETT GO 
WALKABOUT. 
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lien began life as Starbeast, a simple, rather cheesy 
monster movie written by B-movie maven Dan 
O'Bannon, who had worked on alien-onboard 
comedy Dark Star with John Carpenter, The all-male 
crew of the Leviathan went by names such as Chaz 


Standard and Cleave Hunter. Through a series of bold decisions 
and creative daring it would evolve into, perhaps, the most 
influential science-fiction film of all time. This was despite — 

or maybe because of — a sensibility closer to horror than the 


courtly heroics of Star Wars. 

Excited by O’Bannon’s singular 
concept of a creature bursting out of its 
human host, but little else, producers 
Walter Hill and David Giler brought 
a gritty ‘70s sensibility and their 
gift for terse but memorable dialogue to 
bear upon the script and characters. 
Though an increasingly bitter O'Bannon 
would retain a credit after arbitration, 
they basically clothed the bones of his 
story with an entirely new script, 
introducing Ash, the hidden android, 
making two of the crew female, 
and giving them the honest-to-god 
designations of Kane, Dallas and Ripley. 

This crew of average joes — Scott 
still refers to them as “truck drivers in 
space” — on a deep-space freighter were 
to be awoken from hypersleep by 
company protocol to investigate 
a distress beacon on a storm-swept 
planetoid. There they discover a derelict 
alien spacecraft with a cargo of eggs. 
Rechristened Alien, the plot would soon 


home in on the crew's attempts to 
rid themselves of a lethal stowaway 
who had snuck in via the internal organs 
of one of their number before hiding in 
the internal organs of their ship. Its 
entrance is surely the most famous in 
cinema history, 

When the film fell into the hands 
of a British commercials director looking 
to make his first studio film, following 
the handsome, indie Napoleonic drama 
The Duellists, he too would defy its 
formulaic structure by pursuing a radical 
hyper-realistic imagery. Among Scott's 
many brilliant ploys, he would champion 
a surreal and temperamental Swiss 
artist named H.R. Giger, who had an 
utterly unique, not-to-say disturbing 
vision for alien life. 
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/# LEFT 
THE CREATURE 
DRAGS 

A LIFELESS 
BRETT INTO THE 
COOLING DUCTS. 
ff BELOW LEFT 
RIPLEY AND 

THE SHIP'S 
CAT. JONES. 
DALLAS (TOM 
SKERRITT) IN 
THE NOSTRONO'S 
DINING ROOH. 





he original Alien was a good 
old basic story of seven people 
locked in an dark house and 
all but one of them will die,” 
recalled Scott, looking back 
————__ through time with acharacteristic allergy 
to hype. “There is nothing more B movie 
— than that, is there? But B movies have a 
habit of playing big when they are done 
right. J always thought that Alien was 
a B movie with an A-list cast and an A+ 
monster. So we evolved and elevated 
what was fundamentally a horror film to 
: another level and we are still making 
———__ them. So the proof is in the pudding.” 
: It was the ingredients he put into 
that pudding that made sure nothing in 
science fiction, indeed filmmaking, was 
ever the same again. 
= One of the reasons Alien never seems 
to age is that even the human ship, the 
ee Nostromo, felt old to begin with. Scott 
——— and his design team, led by concept 
; > artist Ron Cobb and art director Roger 
Christian, treated science-fiction like 
a period piece, 
siwinaseaseees = i cuadhek mdnipiarb erates 4 They called it ‘retrofitting’: layering up the sets with scraps 
from junkyards, model kits, anything they could lay their hands 
iemnsoee? ddedaaae ....... On. Christian was thrilled to discover a graveyard of British 
nina ) sepa aoenves bombers near the London shoot at Shepperton Studios, which 
a -...-.---..---..-------. heraided for the old-school control panels and seating of the 
Nostromo’s intricate bridge. Scott kept demanding more: more 
detail, more clutter, more dry ice in the air. He could often be 
eee a aber seen with a paintbrush in his hand, or knocking limbs off the 
eight-foot long model of the Nostromo and its refinery. The ship 
was based on the power stations of South Shields, downstream 
beds isnetweesPadaeabe _... from Newcastle upon Tyne, where he grew up, 
Inside and out, the Nostromo looked complex but 
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unhealthy. “Like it has been bashing 
around the planets for donkey's years,” 
noted John Hurt. Scott remembered that 
every time he took a flight from London 
to Los Angeles, the pristine cabin would 
be in chaos by the time they landed. 

A graduate of London's Royal College 
of Art, he approaches film as if he was 
painting an old master. He storyboarded 
Alien himself — creating his magnificent 
“Ridleygrams” — artfully lighting scenes 
from key sources ingeniously built inta 
the walls of the 360-degree sets that 
wrapped around the actors. He was 
often found wafting dry ice in search 
of a perfect consistency only he could 
perceive. Atmosphere was everything. 
The Nostromo felt alive. 

This palpable visual texture, 
transforming a spaceship into a haunted 
house, was christened ‘industrial tech’ 
or ‘space noir’. 

For the scene in which the alien blood 
burned through the floors — asolution 
pitched by Cobb, when O'Bannon 
couldn't figure out why the crew didn’t 
simply spear the damn thing — they 
literally poured a mixture of acetic acid 
and other corrosive chemicals through 
styrofoam painted silver to resemble 
metal. The effect was mesmerising. It 
made the ship’s gantries look like flesh. 


hen there was Ripley, beating 
heart of the original Alien 
franchise. In the late ’70s, 

it was unthinkable that 

a woman would prove to 

be the capable hero of a science-fiction 
film. Surprisingly, it was studio head 
Ladd Jr who can be credited with 
suggesting they switch the gender of 
ultimately the sole survivor. 

“Tnever thought it was particularly 
remarkable that I had a leading lady in 
Sigourney | Weaver] in Alien,” said Scott, 
who often cites his mother, Elizabeth, 
as arole model. “I thought, “Why not? 
Good idea. Let’s go.”” He liked the idea 
that the audience, reared on cliché, 
would be waiting for her to die. 

For Weaver what had been most 
daring — and without hammering the 
point, feminist — about Ripley was that 
she was an ordinary working woman, 
not some damsel ina frilly space dress. 
“A woman with dirty hands, dealing with 
people ina crisis.” Outside of Alien this is 
still something all too rare in the genre. 
“It’s as if they feel they have to turn the 
woman into some kind of weird science- 
fiction doll to make it interesting.” 

However, three weeks out from 
shooting, Scott had despaired he would 
ever find his perfect Ripley. Thatwas >} 


Ee el ee ee eee eee ee eee ee eee eee ee ee eee eee ee eee eee eee eee Se ee ee 








ri Pn haem APA Pp, 


11 


welt Ahr 








3 Wit i | 1 4 
‘ NCA gH Ro la | pai} 
{3 Mare (Wetl Aba ee ahiaeal i oy | 
fi eo 4 | : ’ 
oF I 





-LL0 CLASSICS 





Oi i —— 
Mi Wa Mi Mh ) —<— 


| 1h) ' ie i it i 
— 





“He 
Al i 
1S 


Ries rl 


ani 


TENN 


| AMIN eRe h ky alll NEL ep RoNN Laem PORNO 
a 


Sid seated adie = 
bho 


abil ifr i 
| 


12 


when casting director Mary Goldberg 
came up with two names, who had, in 
fact, been contemporaries at Yale Drama 
School: Meryl Streep and this newcomer 
Weaver, currently on Broadway, 

Recently bereaved, Streep would 
need them to postpone production. 
Weaver, meanwhile, was late for her 
New York audition. 

She had got the building wrong. Scott 
was on the point of giving up on her 
when she crashed through the door, out 
of breath, irate and more than six feet 
tall in a pair of high-heeled boots, the 
provenance of which has been lost to 
the mists of time. Even Weaver isn't sure, 
She might have been trying to provoke 
a reaction, “Ripley was standing there,” 
he recalled, completely smitten. 

Ladd Jr, however, still asked fora 
screen test. He needed to be sure. Filmed 
on the already constructed bridge of 
the Nostromo, quite possibly because 
of Weaver's anxiousness she made an 
instant impact. Ladd Jr played it to the 
secretaries at Fox, who began to argue 
whether she was more like Faye Dunaway 
or Jane Fonda. He was delighted. 

Ironically enough, Weaver paused 
before accepting the part. She wanted to 
do Shakespeare and work with the likes 
of Mike Nichols. She admitted to being 
asnob, This was sci-fi, But that attitude 
was something else Scott sensed would 
work. She was allergic to stereotyping. 
Plus, Ripley was a stickler for the 
rules. He showed her his designs for 
the creature and the hideous eggs, 
the distorted biology he had in mind. 

“Lhadn't seen anything like it,” she 
said. When she first witnessed the sets 
snaking through Shepperton, again, she 
couldn't believe her eyes. “I had only 
done theatre and was astonished at what 
they had built. I was transported to 
another world; if Il wished, I could stay 
in character all day long.” 

The cast would often find themselves 
lost in the maze of corridors. To make 
matters worse, as the shoot progressed, 
each day Scott brought the walls in by 
tiny increments, psychologically pressing 


ber) 


in on his actors. “There was no escape,” 
delighted Hurt. 

Weaver admitted she struggled. 
Homesick for New York, and alien to 
the business of filmmaking (she had 
done no more than a cameo in Annie 
Hall beforehand), she felt unsettled. 
But her resilience and determination 
to prove herself fed into the character. 
She was reacting, surviving and 
becoming a star. 

In a film that sought so much in 
sticky detail of what it means to be alien, 
Ripley reminds us what it is to be human. 
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All of the scruffy cast — completed 
by Tom Skerritt, the effortless Harry 
Dean Stanton, Yaphet Kotto, Veronica 
Cartwright and Ian Holm — give 
fine-grained, naturalistic performances. 
An early idea of Scott's to have a Martian 
member of the team thankfully falling 
foul of budget limitations. Even Hurt, 
who was an 11th-hour replacement for 
Jon Finch as Kane, fills his short-lived 
part with nuance. Finch had been all set 
to go with chest-bursting Kane, but with 
a kind of sick irony fell ill. “First day. First 
shot. Jon collapsed — ‘I’m a diabetic,” 
recalled Scott in his businesslike 
staccato. “He had gone yellow.” Hurt had 
been their original choice, but ended up 
contracted elsewhere. In the meantime, 
that film had collapsed and Scott turned 
up at the door of the actor’s Hampstead 
home in desperation, Hurt was in a car 
to Shepperton — and his terrible fate 
sealed — the very next morning. 

All of the Nostromo crew are not 
wholly likeable, which was entirely the 
point, Deep into character, Kotto was 
a nightmare, greeting his director each 





morning at the studio door, berating him, 
demanding that Parker survive. Scott had 
to devise new routes onto set just to avoid 
the voluble engineer. They were truck 
drivers too long on the road who happen 
upon the worst creature in the universe, 


cott had fretted over his 

Alien, He knew aman ina suit 

would be laughable. There 

had been experiments with 

animatronic creatures, but 
everything still felt so clunky. He wanted 
it to feel primal yet, as the title states, 
utterly alien. Was that so hard? 

It was O'Bannon, retained as a visual 
advisor, who thrust a newly published 
collection of art entitled Necronomicon 
into Seott’s hands. It was open on the 
page showing the now iconic Necronom 
['V that became the famous xenomorph 
that shaped an entire franchise. “Good 
Christ! This is it,” declared Scott. “Don't 
change a thing.” Though they did end 
up ditching the eyes, the xenomorph 
hunts by scent. 


7? GBOUE 
ASH IN THE 
OBSERVATION 
‘BLISTER’ ON 
THE NOSTROMO. 
ABOVE RIGHT 
THE CREW 
DISCOVER THE 
MYSTERIOUS 


SPACE JOCKEY. 
/f? RIGHT 
DIRECTOR 
RIDLEY SCOTT 
ON SET WITH 
SIGOURNEY 
WEAVER. 
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Giger claimed his biomechanical visions, bizarre beings and 
outlandish settings where the divide between metal and matter 
was unclear, came direct from his nightmares. There was 
symmetry and great beauty in the corpse-silver colours of the 
Necronom IV, and something perversely sexual, too. Scott 
responded to what he saw as the “realism” in Giger’s paintings. 
He saw how the artist would both compliment and counter the 
Nostromo’s retrofitted confines. 

Giger, in fact, predated Scott on the film. O’Bannon had met 
him a few years earlier on an attempt to make Dune, where he 
had been recommended by Salvador Dali, no less, bringing him 
in to do early concepts for his lurid alien lifecycle: egg, 
facehug¢ger, chestburster and adult xenomorph (the queen was 
James Cameron’s idea). However, his employment had come to 
an abrupt end when Fox got a glimpse of what he had come up 
with. Producer Gordon Carroll thought he was sick. 

Convincing a still nervy Fox such a powerful vision would 
be the making of the film, Scott had Giger not only design the 
creature, but envisage the alien world: the rocky surface of the 
planetoid, now designated LV-426, and the dank and bony 
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carapace and vaginal interiors of the 
derelict spacecraft. Permanently clad in 
black, the volatile artist was dubbed 
“Count Dracula” by the British crew. The 
xenomorph’s extraordinary phallic head 
with its metal teeth and propulsive 
‘tongue’ equipped with yet more fangs 
was built around a real human skull. 

Scott would make his peace with 
the fact that an actor — a rake thin 
s1x-foot-10 Nigerian student named 
Bolaji Badejo discovered in a pub — 
would be wearing the exoskeleton suit 
with a long, bony, whip-like tail. 

“The alien had to be fitted on a guy as 
arubber suit, It was never animatronic,” 
he said. “There was no way of doing that 
kind of thing on that scale. I had a secret 
studio. I was the only one allowed in 
there, and every day I'd chat with Bolaji 
and work with him. Everything that you 
saw on the original film was physical. 

I filmed it and cut around the dodgy bits. 
Nevertheless, it was hugely successful. 
And the little ones were as bad as the big 
one — one of the mostly ghastly things 
was the egg and the facehugger.” 

That terrifying flutter of life inside 
the egg in Kane's fertilising presence 1s 
Scott hands with rubber gloves on. 

“The thing that came out of the 
chest,” he laughed, “was frankly a really 
crude, pistol-gripped little monster, 
but it worked like a son ofa bitch.” 


asking in the film’s success, 
Scott had contemplated 
returning for an immediate 
sequel. He was fascinated 
by the idea of exploring where 
the xenomorph came from, and who 
that Space Jockey might have been. The 
derelict’s 26-foot tall alien pilot, ossified 
in death and nicknamed the Space Jockey 
by the crew, was another figure drawn 
directly from the pages of Giger’s 
Necronomicon, Scott had to fight the 
studio to keep the Jockey, which they 
saw as a pointless cost. 
“T would have loved to have had 
a third dimension to the creature,” 
Scott claimed in 2008. “That maybe 
the derelict ship was a battlewagon 
carrying biomechanoid weapons — those 
weapons were in the eggs.” 
He pondered the idea that the 
alien had been designed specifically, 
and maybe Weyland-Yutani, the devious 
human company behind the mission, 
had insider knowledge. As Scott 
turned to Blade Runner and Legend, 
the sequels would take a different 
route — continuing the saga of Ripley 
through the brilliant Aliens (1986), 
then Alien’ (1992) and Alien: 
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“WE EVOLVED AND ELEVATED WH 
WAS FUNDAMER iL ARO 
MOVIE TO ANOTHERLEVEL.” 








Resurrection (1997), diluting his ideas. 

Alien is the birthplace of themes Scott has been wrestling 
with his entire career. It abounds with literary allusions. The 
Nostromo refers to a novel of corporate corruption by Joseph 
Conrad, with the shooting script emblazoned with a quote from 
Heart Of Darkness: “We live, as we dream — alone.” In the end, 
the true villain of the piece is the company, driven by inhuman 
greed. Alone on this craft, no more than a toddler, the poor 
creature 1s only acting on instinct. 

It is a story that embraces ancient mythology and fairy 
tales — Alten is a film about awakening from a great sleep into 
a nightmare like Sleeping Beauty — and provocative scientific 
notions of artificial life that bled on into Blade Runner. While 
shooting Alien, Scott would often debate whether Ash had 
actually been awake while the others slept. The director 
pictured him sitting alone in the Nostromo awaiting the 
message, before getting back in the hypersleep capsule to 
continue the pantomime that he was real. How aware was he 
that he was an android? He got to finally explore such ideas in 
Prometheus with a montage of the listless David occupying 
himself while the humans slept. 

“About 30 years ago, when I made Alten, I was coming round 
to the fact that we aren't necessarily biological accidents,” said 
Scott. “To be a biological accident is mathematically ridiculous. 
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Therefore, was there anyone in charge? 
We would call that God, but I look on it as 
another form of superior life and part of 
their job was to evolve other planets.” 

Then there are the more immediate 
themes of infection and biological 
trauma. The body of the Nostromo — 
known as “Mother”— has been effectively 
infected with an alien virus that must be 
flushed out. The creature is referred to 
as a “contagion.” Not to forgo the sexual 
subtext about man’s fear of rape and 
pregnancy, or a giant penis on legs getting 
flushed into deep space by a determined 
female. Freud would have a field day with 
Giger’s latent imagery. Weaver, for one, 
delights in all the crazy, psychosexual 
readings of the film. “Why would you be 
afraid the alien is going to eat you?” 
wondered the actress. “I certainly think 
what it is going to do with you is sexual.” 

The legacy of Alten is unprecedented, 
[ts reach is so much greater than 2001: A Space Odyssey or Star 
Wars. Not only through the sequels and prequels set within its 
own universe, but via the set-up of a grouchy crew picked off one 
by one by an elusive alien presence, which can be seen in The Thing 
(1982), Lifeforce (1985) and Predator (1987). The influence of 
Scott's space-noir aesthetic can be felt as far afield as The 
Terminator (1984), Event Horizon (1997), The Matrix (1999) and 
Pitch Black (2000). The cyberpunk and dystopian genres owe the 
film a huge debt. Horror owes it huge debt. Comics, novels, toys, 
video games, clothing lines, artwork and the flattery of endless 
parodies: Alien has spread like a contagion through pop culture. 

For Scott, it remained an itch that needed to be scratched. 
Beginning with Prometheus in 2012, he returned to ponder that 
bigger picture. How beneath the biomechanical suit of the 
Space Jockey was an engineer, the humanoid race of creators. 
While in Alten: Covenant he explored the dark provenance of the 
creature itself — that man was responsible all along. 

But in seeking to answer the essential mysteries of the 
universe something had been lost. As Ash would say, it was the 
purity of the original that made it the perfect organism. It was 
a B movie for the ages. @ 
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IN THE WORKING draft, the green script, it appears 


on page 51. As is now history, the original idea came from 
screenwriters Dan O'Bannon and Ron Shusett, who wrote 
a B-movie script called ‘Star Beast’ in which an alien creature 
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smugeles its way on board a human-crewed spacecraft inside one 


if the characters. And when Fox slipped it to producers Walter 
Tr | ler, they stripped it bare. Gone were the cheesy 
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anners and cliches that would have nailed 
the movie as pulp and left it there, 
forgotten amongst the ranks of sci-fi’s 
also-rans. “They didn't screw around with 
much description,” recalls Ridley Scott, 
But that compelling central idea stuck 
—an alien incubating within a human. 
And by page 51 it was about to make its 
‘xit, And entrance. “Kane's face screws 
into a mask of agony,” read the terse, 
throb-like description. “A red stain, a 
smear of blood, blossoms on his chest. The 


‘a 





fabric on his shirt rips open and a small 


“It’s good stuff,’ sighs Scott. 

Who wouldn't want to direct that? 
| “The idea ofan alien, ina sense 
drawing from nature, a parasite growing 


inside oneself,” reasons associate 
producer Ivor Powell, who had worked 
with Kubrick on 200] before joining 
cott’s team. “You can imagine that, 
in the hands of some directors, being 
pretty crappy. Ridley was the key.” 
Jump-cut to Dallas in the spring 
of 1979, the second test screening of 
Alien. The first, in St Louis, had been 
unconvincing: the sound had been out, the 
audience restless and the effect muted. In 
Dallas, the tentative Fox execs were to find 
out what they had on their hands. Imagine 
if you knew nothing more than you were 
about to see a new science-fiction movie 
— Alten would come as a shock. 
Asis now so familiar, it built slowly: 
45 minutes, as Scott likes to boast, before 
anything happens, Then: the planet 
(Acheron in earlier drafts, LV-426 by 
Alrens); the dead ship (dubbed the 
‘Derelict’ by modelmakers); the haunting 
Space Jockey, a black rupture in its 
fossilised chest; and the Egg, gently 
pulsating betore it peels open with 
a squelch —like sucking milkshake... 
“We were at the back,” laughs Scott, 
who was eagerly watching the audience 
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But so far, everyone was still oa Re 
sitting down. 

Cut to breakfast on the Nostromo. 
The natural ’70s rhythms of the dialogue, 
just this working team, a little bumpy 
with one another, shooting the shit, all 
of them more than ready to head home 
slumbering in the “old freezerino” — 

oreviously ‘Facehugged’ executive officer 
Kane (John Hurt) is pale but outwardly 
okay. Page 51 of the green script, and 
Kane starts to cough and splutter... 

“The first big scare was when the 
Egg opened and it jumped on his face,” 
beams Ron Shusett. “The whole audience 
osroke into wild applause. After the 
Chestburster it was just deafening; you 
couldn't hear for several moments.” 

“People jumped up, some actually 
ran, there was spewing tn the loo,” 
laughs Powell. 

Myth may have embellished truth, 
but stories run wild of ushers keeling 
over; someone actually tripping and 
breaking their arm; audience members 
fighting to find seats further back, not pase eccéppns 
to be so close anymore; those who made 
it to the toilets stuffing towels in the 
speakers to drown out the screams. 

Fox supremo Alan Ladd Jr had taken 
his wife, and claims to this day that she 
is still traumatised by that evening. As 
the Chestburster, that baby Alien the 
size of a cocktail shaker, screeches from 
the pool of Kane’s intestines, Scott, 
Powell, Shusett and O'Bannon were 
grinning, vindicated, 

No-one recovers from the 
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MORE THAN THREE DECADES ON. 


EMPIRE LOOKS BACK AT WHAT 





MADE ALIENS THE PERFECT SEQUEL 


THIRTY-TWO YEARS on fromits cinema release, it’s hard to fully 
comprehend the impact Aliens had on audiences at the time. Our love of 
James Cameron’s sequel to Ridley Scott's 1979 sci-fi horror Alien is steeped 
in familiarity, the joy of countless re-watches, and quoting it endlessly, It 

is a cherished relic of the bygone cinematic era of practical effects and 
18-certificate action, as well as a timeless benchmark of how thrill-rides 
should be crafted. But it’s too easy to take for granted what truly makes it not| 
ynly the best instalment of the series (or at least the most rewatchable), but 


also arguably the greatest-ever sequel. Despite being a follow-up, it somehow 


managed to surprise everybody. 
Even its creators, to some degree. On 18 July 1986, just after midnight, 
‘ameron and Gale Ann Hurd (the film’s producer and his then-wife) snuck in 
to the first audience screening in Los Angeles, curious to see how people - 
real people — would react to their “express elevator to hell”. It went better 
than they could have hoped. Squeals, gasps, jolts and cheers came at all the 
right times. One woman, Hurd noticed, gripped the arm of her cinema seal 
so hard she snapped it right off. Then, without even realising, she started 
nervously thumping the severed armrest on her boyfriend's leg. “She was so 
terrified,” the Aliens producer recalled, “but she couldn't stop looking.” 
Aliens rocketed in with seven years’ worth of anticipation behind it and 
touched down bearing a heavy load of hype, It featured on the cover of CUME 
with a smiling Sigourney Weaver and 
ascreeching Alien Queen beneath 
a headline that screamed, “HORRORS!” 
and pronounced the film as “The 
Summer's Scariest Movie”. That 





WORDS DAN JOLIN 


magazine's critic, Richard Schickel, 
described it as “a sequel that exceeds its 
predecessor,” while for others it was 
almost foo effective. “The movie is so 
intense that it creates a problem for me 
as a reviewer,” admitted The Chicago 
Sun-Times’ Roger Ebert: “Do I praise 
its craftsmanship, or do I tell you it left 
me feeling wrung out and unhappy?” 

Even in the light of such coverage, 
you might, in July 1986, still have 
xpected Aliens to be little more than a 
full-on fright show, a savvy redecoration 
of Scott's original. But if that had been 
the case, it’s unlikely the reaction at the 
time would have been quite so intense, or 
that the we'd so revere the movie today. 
Because James Cameron knew better 
than anyone how to deliver a sequel. 

The clue was in the tag line, which 
he gave the studio, 20th Century Fox, 
during one of their 
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LIKE WAR ITSELF often does, Aliens brought 

about momentous change. Before it, sequels broadly came 

in two forms. There was the better regarded ‘Part Two’: 

the next chapter in an extended narrative, which picked up 
vith the characters and moved the story onwards (or in 

ithe case of Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather Part II, 
backwards as well), Then there was the more obviously 
cash-grabby variety: the effective remake, which simply took 
| 2verything that worked before and did it over — perhaps with 
the same characters (Jaws 2), perhaps with new ones (Beyond 
The Poseidon Adventure). Aliens revealed a third way. 

[In 1979, Cameron was just a fan, another audience 
member thrilling to Scott’s relatable, blue-collar future and 
its nightmare-made-flesh creature, spawned by Swiss artist 
H.R. Giger’s darkly fecund subconscious. When he came to 

‘onceive the second film four years later, he reasoned that 

1is fellow fans had been so immersed in Scott’s fine-tuned 
universe they'd refuse to accept something that merely cloned 
it. Are-do sequel was never gonna happen on his watch. But 

at the same time Aliens is no mere ‘Part Two’, 

Of course, Cameron was smart enough to throw in 
a few familiar beats (an industrial backdrop, a milk-spewing 
android, an Alien being blown out the goddamn airlock), 

yut he truly made Aliens his own. Firstly, he replicated his 

film’s seven-year distance from the original by setting it 

s/ years after the horrifying discovery on planet LV-426, leaving 
hypersleeper Ripley, the Nostromo’s only human survivor, 
‘isolated and uniquely frustrated by the short-sightedness of 
this new Alien-confronting generation. But more importantly, 
1e took the supremely confident and ingenious decision to 
relocate the film’s genre. Despite the claims of TIME and 

many critics, the film was never intended to be a scare-fest. 

At least, not a straight one. 

“We're not trying to do a gothic horror film,” he told Hurd. 
“We're gonna do a combat movie.” 

Inspired by the real-world clusterfuck that was the 
/ietnam war and science-fiction writer Robert A. Heinlein’s 
‘ision of futuristic, interspecies military conflict in the 

novel Starship Troopers, Cameron embedded the squirmy, 
910-mechanical shocks of Scott’s movie in an all-Smartguns- 
lazing spectacular. This movie didn’t just shock you with 
its vicious, slime-slathered monstrosities. It also took you 
yma wild, raging ride, the likes of which people had never 
before experienced. 

Again and again, Aliens pays off a gorgeously excruciating 
tension escalation with aspine-tingling outburst of skirmish 
choreography. For every jump scare there is a punch-the-air 
moment: Hicks (Terminator’s Michael Biehn) sticking 
a shotgun in a xenomorph’s mouth and inviting it to “Eat this!”; 

Aipley hit-and-running a squealing alien with the APC; the 
astonishing one-on-one, hand-to-hand showdown between 
a power-loader-enhanced Ripley and the magnificent Alien 
Queen (an eternally amazing piece of in-camera puppetry 
courtesy of Stan Winston). 
' Cameron’s previous film, 1984’s The Terminator, showed 
the world how to do a propulsive chase narrative. With the 
‘flight’ side of the adrenaline burst now mastered on screen, 
he focused on the ‘fight’ side: desperate, cornered men and 
vomen in a hostile environment, out of their depth and facing 
an inhuman, unfeeling, relentless foe en masse, against which 
their state-of-the-art weaponry is ultimately useless. 

This Canadian director, still only in 32 and with only 

one proper movie to his name (nobody seriously counts 
7ranha LT: The Spawning), did more than top Alien, He did 


more than give cinema one of its finest sequels. He also made 
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ALIENS WAS AN action film witha highly significant 
twist, too. One that contributed to its impact as much as 
anything else, and helped ensure its continuing endurance 
and presence on ‘Best Ever’ lists (it made number 15 

yn Emptre’s most recent Greatest Movies poll in 2017), 

[ts gun-toting hero wasn’t some musclebound tower of 
testosterone, but a woman. Another surprise for audiences 
yack in 1986 — though The Terminator’s Sarah Connor 
provided some handy foreshadowing on that front. 

Ripley’s transformation from a hunted refinery worker 
into a hot-zone warrior wasn't really a transformation at all. 
Everything Cameron did with the character was true to her 
depiction in Dan O’Bannon’s script for Alten, as aresourceful, 





intelligent person who called ‘bullshit’ at the first whi 
had a steely, unsentimental moral 
' | ‘ore. But he gave Ripley deeper layers, 
a -onceiving her as a mother — one 
who the Alien (and by extension 
JAMES CAMERON the evil company Weyland-Yutani) 
AND SIGOURNEY lenied a lifetime with her child, back Unlike Ridley Scott, Cameron understood you can't have 
WEAUER TALK on Earth. This wasn’t made explicit a viable Alien movie without Ellen Ripley. The original’s 
TACTICS. until the 1991 Special Edition of the director was less interested in her than he was the mysterious, 
film, which added 16 minutes of footage, chest-burst ‘Space Jockey’, the pilot of the downed spaceship 
THE ALIEN QUEEN yut it was hard to miss the mother- found by the Nostromo crew before that fateful egg hatch. 


BARES HER TEETH. laughter bond formed between Ripley A margin-note detail that, thankfully, didn’t capture Cameron's 
and another sole survivor, six-year-old imagination. That is one huge reason why Altens is superior 
CAMERON. BILL Newt (Carrie Henn). Ripley's decision to to either of Scott’s own follow-ups. Prometheus and Alten: 
PAXTON AND strap a flamethrower to a pulse rifle and Covenant form a laboured, convoluted attempt to explore 
CREW ON THE 1ead into the double-jawed viper’s nest the Alien’s origin — something that Aliens significantly doesn’t 
ALIENS SET. isn't just an excuse to see her kick ass, it’s §§§jfeven bother to touch on, beyond revealing what lays the eggs 
the result of maternal protective insti ‘something that Scott in turn, ignored). Two later sequels 
obviously took Ripley further down 
the road, but for all their boldness, 
Alten* and Alten: Resurrection lacked | 
their predecessor's focus and conviction. | 
Despite all its fireworks and | 
acid-venting wetwork, Ripley was 
: ssential to Cameron’s concept. When 
thorny contract negotiations with 
Weaver led the studio to ask Cameron 
if he could work upa script without 
her, he outright refused. He'd changed 


A 
‘ y the genre, but he wouldn't, couldn't 
lane 


change the hero, 
_ | Weaver rewarded his loyalty with 





| me of her finest performances, giving 
' the film its soul and heart as well as its 
- 4 trigger finger. She also received one of 

the film’s seven Oscar nominations. 
Which was yet another surprise. Movies 

like this — space monsters and star 

ships — didn’t receive that kind of 

: Academy recognition. Especially 


' sequels. But then, movies like this didn’t 
i usually get people ripping the arms off 
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“ALIEN SET 
A NEW BLUEPRINT 
FOR SCI-FI 
HORROR.” 
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LET’S FACE IT. most sci-fi movie posters are rubbish, 
melodramatic montage paintings designed to give 

you a quick visual precis of the film. (Would you like the Star 
Wars poster if it wasn’t Star Wars’). Alien, however, was 
different. Even today its poster stands as a model for high-class 
movie artwork: the black background, the single knobbly egg 
with a v-shaped crack forming, the spaced-out letters of the 
title and a tagline that must have earned the marketing team 
the rest of the day off: “In space no one can hear you scream.” 
It is, perhaps, a little too convenient to say that Alien’s seismic 
effect on the genre was prefigured by its stark, minimalist poster, 
but the sheer come-and-get-it confidence gave a clue that 
something was about to explode. 

The people who developed Alien did so in the shadow of 
Star Wars and Close Encounters Of The Third Kind, the films 
which had proved that, post-Vietnam, cinema audiences had 
a new appetite for cosmic escapism. But where these were 
feelgood family films, Alien marked a return to the malevolent 
flying-saucer flicks of the ‘50s — with a dash of John Carpenter's 
Halloween thrown in. Writer Dan O'Bannon and co-storyman 
Ron Shusett intended Alien to be a low-budget affair, like 
Halloween — in fact, like Dark Star, O’Bannon’s previous film. 
Over three months, a modest script emerged from a half-finished 
O'Bannon story about a distress signal in space called Memory. 
It was retitled Star Beast and finally Alien. When a draft was 
handed to artist Ron Cobb for preliminary sketchwork, he 
described it thus: “A small, modest little ship with a small crew 
land on a small planet. They go down a small pyramid and 
shake up a medium-sized creature. That's about it.” 


eo: ? 7 


And that was about it, except with 
“small, modest, little” replaced by 
“fucking huge": the ship, (commercial 
towing vehicle Nostromo) ended up being —— 
800-feet long and the “small pyramid” 
became a derelict spacecraft as big 
as a skyscraper. However, the crew 
stayed small (seven, plus cat), the alien 
stayed medium-sized (no bigger than 
the man who played him, supple Masai 
tribesman Bolaji Badejo) and the story 
stayed simple: ship lands on planet in 
response to an SOS that turns out to be 
a warning; alien infects one of the crew; 
alien kills the rest of the crew one by one, 

It's Ten Little Indians in space. So 
why is it so groundbreaking? What's 
$0 special about it? Easy. The look. Like 
the space tug itself, all fantasy films carry 
in their wake a warehouse full of weird 
and wonderful production paintings 
— spacesuit drawings by French comic 
book legend Moebius, Nostromo interiors 
by Cobb and airbrushed alien designs 
by H.R. Giger. It was Giger who cracked 
Alien — not just with the creature itself 
(rarely seen in full, anyway), but with 
the organic innards of the derelict ship 
and its ghostly egg chamber. It’s no 
surprise to learn that Giger works 
surrounded by animal skeletons. 

To describe Alien as a triumph chiefly 
in terms of its look js not to underplay its 
dramatic strengths, it’s just that ordinary 
filmgoers tend to nod off if you pay tribute 
to designers (art directors Roger Christian 
and Les Dilley, production designer 
Michael Seymour, FX team Brian Johnson, 
Nick Allder, Carlo Rambali... wake up!) 
and thus it’s easier to praise Ridley 
scott’s command of the corridors, or the 
offbeat cast for giving the crew crumpled 
life. But it is Alien’s unique, tactile world 
that made it so amenable to sequels: 
there is little crossover in personnel 
from one Alien film to the next, yet it 
seems to have a life all of its own. 

Alien set a new blueprint for sci-fi aha 
horror: the claustrophobia, the crew class 
system and the inevitable scene where 
someone goes after a cat. Some favour 
James Gameron’s gung-ho sequel, but 
in duplicating the alien for shoot-'em-up 
potential, it serves only to highlight the 
reserve and purity of the original. There 
are thrills of the highest order — Dallas 
(Skerritt) in the air shaft while a blip on 
the tracker closes in; and, of course, the 
famous chest-burst — but the beauty of 
Alien remains... its beauty, KIM NEWMAN 
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VERDICT /“/ Aspace-set horror 
that was elevated above its B-movie 
origins, it remains an iconic moment in 
movie history. And the chest-burster 
scene still kills. 
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ITS NOW WORLD-FAMOUS DIRECTOR (THAT’ S JAMES CAMERON) EE 
ABOUT HOW THE MAKER OF A SCHLOCKY KILLER- Fish ete 
MOVIE HAD NOT ONLY GOT THE GIG, BUT MADE ONE OF 


THE GREATEST SEQUELS EVER IN THE PROCESS 
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When The Terminator climbed up the 1984 box office and 


established James Cameron’s name, the director held a meeting 


to pitch his follow-up. In attendance were three producers — 
David Giler, Walter Hill and the late Gordon Carroll — whose 
outfit Brandywine had produced Alien. The trio were expecting 
the works from the young Canadian: a hard sell, perhaps 

a draft budget, maybe a slideshow. 

In walked Cameron, not so much as a sheet of A4 about 
his person. He strode to a chalkboard and wrote “ALIEN” 
in capital letters. Pausing to allow the perplexed producers 
to take that in, he added an “S”. Another pause, and Cameron 
drew another line — “ALIENS”. And grinned. “We greenlit the 
project that day for $18 million,” Carroll later recalled. 

“I was writing away and it was, ‘Aliens this, and Aliens that, 
and it was just right,” recalls Cameron. “It had all the power of 
the first title, and it also implied the plurality of the threat.” 

The sheer mic-drop hubris of the gesture only adds to 
the Cameron myth. The college dropout and former truck 
driver, fired from his (disowned) directorial debut Piranha I: 
The Spawning, was now on track to become one of the most 
successful filmmakers ever. And it was Aliens that confirmed 
not only his prodigious talent but his unrelenting will to do 
things entirely on his own terms. 

Getting to that meeting had been a battle — one in which 
self-belief was his weapon of choice. 
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nthe day Alien opened, 

Cameron and his friend, 

former combat journalist 

Randal Frakes, headed out 

in Cameron’s battered 
Chevrolet to see it, After the credits 
rolled, they sat dumbstruck, blown 
away by Ridley Scott's film. 

“It had a great effect on me,” says 
Cameron, “It created such a benchmark 
for visual design in science-fiction.” 
Cameron didn’t respond as an avid 
fanboy, though. He felt like a rival, sick 
with envy. “It was like someone had 
reached into my brain and yanked out 
a whole lot of stuff,” he recalls. “I was 


see eee ees 


pissed off. That’s when I got busy.” 
So began the intense period in which 

the Cameron legend is rooted. He got 

his break as a model-maker at Roger 

Corman’s B-movie New World Pictures, 

where he was tasked with replicating 

the junkyard genius of Alien for Corman’s 

killer stowaway knock-off Galaxy Of 

Terror. He went on — as a matte artist 

and director of photography: special 

visual-effects — to help fashion 

a dystopian Manhattan for his hero 

John Carpenter’s Escape From New York. 

Meanwhile, he wrote a story about 

water-dwelling aliens called The Abyss, 

And in the throes of a flu-born fever 
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dream, he envisioned a ravaged metal 
endoskeleton crawling from flames, 
and The Terminator was born. 

Significantly, Cameron also wrote 
a science-fiction treatment he intended 
to call ‘ET’ before he heard about 
Steven Spielberg’s latest movie 
and retitled it ‘Mother’. That saw 
a genetically engineered alien attempt 
to protect her young. There was an evil 
company — the Triworld Development 
Corporation — building better worlds. 
And there was a female lead, says 
Cameron, “very much like Ripley”. 
When hero and alien eventually fight, 
the hero is “encased” in what Cameron 
later called a “power-loader”. 

Two years later, his creative surge 
temporarily stalled, Cameron was at 
a loose end. He was ready to shoot 
The Terminator with rising star Arnold 
Schwarzenegger, but the Austrian 
bodybuilder was contractually forced to 
make a sequel to Conan The Barbarian 
first, so The Terminator’s rampage was 
put on hold for eight months. Rather 
than relaxing, Cameron went looking 
for scriptwriting work and ended up in 
the Brandywine offices. 

Giler and Hill were old-school 
producers who had risen to prominence 
during the "70s. Giler had written 
political thriller The Parallax View and 
the crime comedy Fun With Dick And 
Jane. Hill was a director renowned 
for terse thrillers such as The Driver 
and The Warriors. They were 
unsentimental types, whose reworking 
of Dan O’Bannon’s Alien had given 
the film its gritty aesthetic. The LA 
setting and chase-movie thrust of 
The Terminator appealed to their 
sensibilities, so Giler persuaded Hill 
to get this guy in for a meeting — but 
not about ‘Alien 2’, 

Instead, the pair offered the young 
director a Spartacus remake set in 
space. Cameron, being Cameron, arrived 
with a host of mechanised, heavy-metal 
ideas. However, as he recalls ruefully, 

Giler quite literally wanted swords-and-sandals on another 
planet. There, the meeting stalled. It was more out of social 
awkwardness than intent that, as Cameron gathered his notes, 
Giler mentioned they also had ‘Alien 2”, 

Cameron describes “pinball machine lights and bells” 
going off inside his head. He and ‘Alien 2’, he says, went together 
like “peas and carrots”. Keeping his cool, he asked what they 
had in mind. Giler replied, “Ripley and soldiers”. That pretty 
much covered it, as their notes had just a half-page description 
roughly corresponding to the opening 20 minutes. 

“There was nothing specific,” recalls Cameron. Ripley 
meets these vague military types and heads back to the 
planet LV-426, where Kane (John Hurt) had seen hundreds 
of eggs. There was no real sense of story. He laughs, “I'll 
never forget this, It just finished saying, ‘And then some 
bullshit happens...” 
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fter receiving Giler and Hill's blessing to write 
a treatment for ‘Alien 2’ that very day, Cameron 
was commissioned by Carolco Pictures to 
write Rambo; First Blood Part IT, then called 
The Mission, And in the delay, he was also reworking 
The Terminator script. For three months in 19838, Cameron 
wrote the three simultaneously. 
To compartmentalise, he used different desks for each 
and listened to specific music. The Apocalypse Now soundtrack 
boomed for Rambo, while it was Gustav Holst’s The Planets 
for ‘Alien 2’. Living off pots of coffee and Big Mac coupons 
sent by his mother, Cameron thrived. “He was like a kid 
in a candy store,” recalls his friend Michael Biehn, who 
would join him at a shooting range to blow off steam. 
As ‘Alien 2’ took shape, ‘Mother’ came in handy. Cameron 
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transformed that story’s lead into Ripley and added an outfit 
of cocksure Marines. “I just grabbed all the stuff that I had 
been thinking about and slammed it together,” he says. “It felt 


very mercenary at the time.” 


Not only that, but concepts from Rambo began bleeding 
into outer space. Re-watching Apocalypse Now and reading 
reportage such as Michael Herr’s Dispatches, the Vietnam war 
was on his mind, LV-426 became a metaphor for America’s 


foolhardy campaign in Southeast Asia. 


“There was a definite parallel to Vietnam,” says Cameron, 
“a technologically superior military force defeated by a 


determined, asymmetric enemy.” The 
Aliens are the Vietcong. The gung-ho 
Marines, so confident in their firepower, 
are humbled. And Rambo and Ripley 
both confront their trauma. 

On9 July 1984, Lawrence Gordon, 
an old compatriot of Hill's who had 
produced The Driver, became head 
of 20th Century Fox. He was staggered 
that an Alien sequel still hadn't been 
made,and fast-tracked the project. 

“It was a no-brainer,” he shrugs, Giler 
remembers the greenlight differently, 

He recalls a studio executive 
stopping him in the car park and asking 
where they were with the sequel. “I told 
him the story was across between 
Southern Comfort and The Magnificent 
Seven.” After that, he says, they were on. 

As far as Cameron was concerned, 
from that very first meeting this was 


a director-writer deal. But there had been 


no written commitment from Giler and 
Hill, or Fox, to that effect. Cameron 
would have to make his own destiny. 
With the success of The Terminator, 
which he finally made during the spring 
of 1984, Cameron made it impossible for 
Gordon to say no. “Sometimes a director 


1} 


fits hand in glove,” the Fox chief claimed 
later, with 20/20 hindsight. 

Cameron didn’t buy lunch for 
months. “I had all these agents and 
producers calling me,” he recalls. 
“Suddenly I was a viable director. It 
instantly cemented the ‘Alien 2’ deal. 
So, naturally, then I had people trying 
to talk me out of doing ‘Alien 2’.” 

One was Julia Phillips, co-producer 
of Taxi Driver and Close Encounters Of 
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The Third Kind, who lured Cameron to ahip restaurant for some 
frank talk, They had barely opened the menu when she told him 
he shouldn't do the sequel. “IT said, “Why?” remembers 
Cameron. “And she said, ‘Because anything that is good in your 
movie will be attributed to Ridley Scott.” 

He was unperturbed. “Yeah, but I want to do it. It'll be cool.” 
It never crossed Cameron’s mind to give the London-based 
Scott a call. He knew he was going to honour Alien. “I didn’t see 
how talking to Ridley would help me make my story.” 

There remained one final hurdle. Given that expectations 
for Alten had been low, Fox hadn't signed Sigourney Weaver for 
a sequel. That was a worry for Cameron, who had kept her picture 
on his desk as he wrote and was led to believe that she was all 
signed up. “The movie was about her,” he says. “Every scene.” 

Cameron called Weaver in France, where she was shooting 
a comedy called One Woman Or Two with Gerard Depardieu. 
“Look, you don't know me from Adam,” he began, “but I just 
wrote this script I'm calling Aliens.” He asked if he could send 
her a copy of the script. 

Weaver had always said no to a sequel. “Why do something 
that’s already been done?” she kept saying, Giler half-joked that 
they would open her hypersleep capsule lid and Ripley would » 
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“dissolve into dust”. Even after 
Cameron’s overture she remained 
dubious, worried the project had been 
handed to a young hothead to cash in on 
what was now seen as a genre classic. But 
she agreed to a meeting and showed up 
with ideas for Ripley. She instructed the 
director on the things she wanted to 
happen. “She wanted to die in the film, 
she wanted not to use guns and she 
wanted to make love to the Alien,” 
remembers Cameron. 

For Cameron, the script was a fart 
accompli and he stood firm, nixing every 
one of her ideas (all of which would 
colour the next two sequels). He was 
terrified she would bolt, but she listened 
carefully. Changed irrevocably by the 
events on the Nostromo, he said, Ripley 
was fighting for her future, “The story 
was about someone who has to regroup,” 
said Weaver on release, “who goes back 
because if she stays inside her room, 
she knows she will slowly unravel.” 


Cameron admits that his “tug of war” 


with Weaver had a positive effect on the 
final script. It got him to think outside 
the box and see that, as he puts it, “her 
motivation was on a higher plane.” He 
respected that she knew Ripley better 
than anyone. For her part, Weaver was 
won over. “Jim is incredibly open to 
things,” she says. “I always felt he trusted 
my instincts.” 

The characterisation of Ripley is one 
of the film’s great strengths. She is not 
simply an action hero; her gender is both 
a defining characteristic and completely 
beside the point. Ripley takes charge 
because she is the one most capable of 
doing so. She thrives under pressure 
— not so different from Cameron. Still, 
the deal was not yet done. Weaver knew 
she was worth more to the sequel than 
the original and financial negotiations 
with Fox reached an impasse. 

Cameron, about to head to Maui 
to marry his producing partner Gale 
Anne Hurd, told Fox that by the time he 
returned, if Weaver hadn't been locked 
in, he was out. His bluff was called, for 
when he got back there was still no deal. 

Time for Plan B: he called 
Schwarzenegger's agent, who happened 
to work at the same firm as Weaver's 
(ICM), and told him he had decided to 
drop Ripley to go with an older version 
of the LV-426 colony's sole survior, 
Newt. Later that day, Weaver signed on 
for $1 million — 30 times more than she 
received for the first film. 

Weaver is emphatic: without 
Cameron, Ripley would still be drifting 
in space. “(The sequel] was always 
ajoke, and I think it took someone as 
confident as Jim to attempt it.” 





hooting from September 1985 to April 1986 

at Pinewood Studios and at the decommissioned 
_ Acton Lane Power Station, the making of Aliens 
became its own legend, with its own bullshit. 
Cameron tussled with the mainly British crew 
who had worshipped Scott, and who were instantly riled 

by this Canadian interloper. He led by example, throwing 
himself into the melee, hands on with everything (he was 
especially adept with Alien goo) and bonding with his 
Marines. Bill Paxton, who played Private Hudson, recounts 
how his director, wanting to test the soldiers’ body armour, 
had the actor repeatedly run full tilt into the nearest wall 
until it cracked. 

By taking Scott’s haunted-house-in-space and making 
ita combat movie, Cameron was able to “graft on my own 
filmmaking style”, It’s still scary as hell, but with an emphasis 
on character and momentum. Cameron says, “We tried to 
deflect criticism by making the film more thematically 
consistent with The Terminator than with Alien, A follows 
Bin adomino principle where, once something starts, nothing 
can stop it.” As the late Chicago Sun-Times critic Roger 
Ebert said, “I have never seen a movie that maintains such 
a pitch of intensity for so long; it’s like being on some kind 
of hair-raising carnival ride that never stops.” 
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| n 1992, in the aftermath of 

Alten*, Sigourney Weaver took its 

deflated director, David Fincher, 

to dinner. Unhelpfully, she also 

brought James Cameron. They'd 
barely swapped pleasantries when 
Cameron challenged his replacement: 
“You killed Newt?” 

Truthfully, when Cameron saw 
Alien* he wanted to wring Fincher’s 
neck. “But I got over it because he’s such 
a good director,” he says. Still, Cameron 
knows how much of a disappointment 
it was to fans, “I think there’s an art to 
making sequels — you've got to make a 
it cool and fresh, but not at the expense 
of the things people really cared about 
from the previous film.” 

Aliens made $131 million worldwide 
and earned Weaver an Oscar nomination 
with six others (it won Visual Effects 
and Sound Effects Editing), and is now 
considered a benchmark for sequels. 
No-one puts that down to Ridley Scott. @ 
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THE HISTORY OF THE COMIC BOOK MOVIE 


to Spider-Man?’ Well, he’s done nothing but commit 

his life to being the best Spider-Man he can, this 

responsible hero, So he’s more agile now, more 

comfortable with his ability. So I wanted to see what 

tricks he'd picked up, from a purely visual point of view. 

I wanted to see how much more graceful he'd become.” 
50 yet again Spidey is birthed via a combination 

of stuntmen, Maguire on a wire, and a preponderance 

of pixels, although Raimi was keen both to improve on 

the original's slightly weightless prototype CGI while 

also avoiding overkill. “That was a difficult balance, 

working with (visual effects supervisor) John Dykstra 

and our great animators and editors, because we 

still wanted to make him look like a human being 

and not like a computer programme. The more 

perfect he gets, the more in danger of looking like 

a programmed character there is.” 


“WITH GREAT POWER COMES GREAT 


responsibility...” It’s the mantra by which Peter Parker 
lives his spider-life — those words passed down to him 
by a dying Uncle Ben, after he is shot by a mugger that 
Peter could have stopped. In the first movie, just to 
make sure we got the point, it was mentioned every five 
minutes, and as Spider-Man 2 opens, the weight of 
those words prompts Peter's decision to quit. “To us 
that is the essence of Spider-Man,” says Arad. “Our 
hero is not infallible. At the end of the day, you look 
around and say, “Why me?’ And the ‘Why me?’ goes 
back to Uncle Ben, because he’s been given a gift. ‘With 
great power comes blah blah blah,’ but it’s more than 
that.” He laughs, “There are deep-seated feelings of 
euilt and of having to make sacrifices and not being 
able to be just a kid. Peter's bright and fun and smart 
and likeable and he should have a really nice life. He 
cannot live up to his potential.” 

It was this rare onus on character development 
and dialogue that set the original apart from the 
empty-headed spectacle-festivals that dominate most 
summer seasons. Audiences may have been initially 
attracted by Spidey’s marquee value, but what kept 
them there — and helped contribute to that $800 million 
total — was Raimi’s devotion to the ‘man’ part of the 
equation. Spider-Man was as much about Peter 
Parker's giddy, swinging private life as it was about 
Spider-Man's giddy, swinging crime-fighting. Well, in 
Spider-Man 2, the shit really hits the spider-fan. “Tt 
really is two hours of watching Tobey squirm and being 
punished and tortured,” laughs Raimi. “And this is 
supposed to be the story of our hero. It says something 
sick about your readers and the fans of the Spider-Man 
pictures that they watch this!” 

And that torture takes many forms. Pay attention 
(or if you don’t like spoilers, skip this paragraph 
entirely), Peter loves MJ, but is too gauche to tell her, 


Plus, he’s afraid that as Spider-Man he'll put her in 
harm’s way (he’s right; she gets kidnapped again). 
MJ loves Peter, but can’t wait for him, so she runs 
off with John Jameson (Daniel Gillies), the dashing 
astronaut son of J. Jonah Jameson (J, K. Simmons), 
the proprietor of the Daily Bugle and Peter's boss. 
Meanwhile, Peter's best friend, Harry Osborn (James 
Franco), the son of the Green Goblin, wants bloody 
revenge on Spider-Man, and is plotting to use Peter 
as bait for his hit man: one Dr Otto Octavius, aka Dr 
Octopus. And if that all sounds more like EastEnders 
than a superhero flick, don’t be surprised. 

“Well, you could say that everything has a soap 
opera element to it, and that’s exactly where I went 
with it,” laughs Raimi. “That was my approach on 
the first one. The thing that’s always interested me 
is not how Peter shot his web, but that he loves this 
girl and he’s a kind of schmo in real life and may have 
made mistakes that contributed to his uncle’s death 
— all of his human qualities. I don’t think audiences 
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really wanted the big flash- 
smash loud thing; I think 
they wanted to get into that 
soap opera ina really serious 
and intense way. And that’s, 
like it or not, what they're 
going to be getting!” 


IT'S NOT ALL THEY'RE 


getting... It’s July 2003, and 
Empire has come to the world’s 
largest comic book convention, 
Comic-Con. At the moment 
we're crammed into Ballroom 
20 of the San Diego Convention 
Center, along with 4,000 or 

so rabid geeks who, almost to 

a beardy, dressed-as-a-Klingon 
man, have ventured out of their 
basements to see the stars. So 





far, they've glimpsed Angelina Jolie and Halle Berry 

— actual, real-live women — plug what will turn out to 
be cinematic festering faecal matter. Later on, Hugh 
Jackman will shill for Van Helsing, but there’s no doubt 
about the biggest draw of the day. It’s hard to miss him, 
frankly. He’s 30-foot tall and hanging from the ceiling. 
He’s the one with the four arms. He’s Dr Octopus, and 
the world has just met him for the first time. 

“Isn't he great?” asks Avi Arad who, along with 
fellow producer Laura Ziskin (Raimi’s in bed with 
a102-degree fever), has flown here to the Cannes of 
comics to unveil Spidey’s new nemesis for the first 
time. “Ooh! Aah! Gurgle!” comes the mass response 
as the four-minute Doc Ock Operation sequence kicks 
off on screen, in which Octavius’ tentacles, under his 
subconscious commands, proceed to lay waste to the 
entire operating room, like a co-ordinated fleet of 
Saturday night pissheads. It ends with Ock waking 
and, standing on the floor littered with lifeless bodies, 


emitting a primal scream as his tentacles eagerly 0) 
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writhe around him. The screen fades to black, the 
lights go up and then — about an eighth of a second 
later — the room erupts. It’s like Beatlemania all over 
again — only instead of four long-haired lovers from 
Liverpool, we've got four full-on murderous metal 
arms. The verdict is unanimous. “Sam,” the geeks are 
saying, “Doc Ock kicks so much ass he should need 

a permit. And we forgive you for the Green Goblin...” 

Ah, yes, the Green Goblin, The general consensus 
on Willem Dafoe’s arch-nemesis from the original 
movie was ‘good villain, shame about the mask’. There 
was no doubt that the general impact of the Goblin’s 
insane ramblings was lost under the sort of inflexible 
helmet that recalled Mighty Morphin’ Power Rangers 
as performed by a Japanese Kabuki theatre troupe. 
With Doc Ock’s visage on full display, those problems 
no longer exist — and this is one villain that can tie Ol’ 
Webhead in knots. Literally. 

“It’s a good thing Spider-Man is that good, because 
if he wasn’t Doc Ock could crush him, he’s so powerful,” 
Raimi explains, “We're gonna see a battle with more 
aspects of vertigo in it, because Doc Ock can climb 
buildings like Spider-Man, so it takes the audience into 
the heights of the city. And he can’t just swing and kick 
out and take Ock out — it’s gonna be hard to land that 
punch when he’s got all those arms moving.” 

Doc Ock almost made it into the first Spider-Man 
as asecondary villain (indeed, in the Art Of Spider-Man 
book you can just glimpse the metal-tentacled maniac 
in an early concept drawing), but when Raimi, wisely, 
jettisoned the too-many-cooks approach that sullied 
the Batman sequels, Ock was out. But when Raimi was 
casting around for a bad guy to put Spidey through the 
wringer in his second outing, Arad suggested the bloke 
who, in the hands of anyone other than the brilliant 
Marvel figurehead Stan Lee, might well have been 
called Surgeon Squid, And so now Ock was in — and 
with a significantly rewritten backstory. 

“As is customary in Marvel literature, we want to 
connect the villain to the hero,” explains Arad. To that 
end, Octavius now works at Empire State University, 
where Peter studies. A relationship between Peter 
and Otto — master/student rather than father/son — 
quickly forms. Meanwhile, Octavius is working on 
a series of mechanical arms for Harry Osborn’s 
weapons manufacturer, Oscorp. Then, in the time- 
honoured Marvel fashion, an experiment goes horribly 
wrong, killing Octavius’ wife, Rosalie, and fusing the 
prototype pinchers to his spine. Naturally the good 
doctor goes doolally — in very violent terms — and 
blames an interfering Spider-Man for his predicament. 
For Peter, though, fighting back ain’t easy... 

“Peter and Octavius have an incredible 
relationship yet Spider-Man must stop Doc Ock,” 
says Arad. “What happens to him is tragic, too. That's 
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where I believe our movie 
is different. It’s not about 
Spider-Man beating the hell 
out of Doc Ock. He’s beating the 
hell out of him — and getting the 
hell beaten out of him — to get 
his attention, but his intention 
is to stop him. To save him.” 
Calculating, sinister, brilliant, 
ruthless and handy with his 
various fists — it’s easy to see 
why Doc Ock ranks high in 
Spidey’s rogues’ gallery (which 
rivals Batman’s for sheer depth 
and range of goons). Yet the 
secret behind his appeal 
ultimately comes down to his 
tentacles. There’s no doubt 
Doc Ock is probably the most 
strikingly visual villain in the 
Marvel film canon thus far, and 
in asummer where notable 
villains are thin on the ground, 
he stands out like four sore 
metal thumbs. 

[In the movie, Ock’s coiled 
companions are brought to 
life through a mix of on-set 
animatronics and puppetry, and 
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Spider-Man is caught 
ina Doc Ock death 
grip. Below: Mary 
Jane (Dunst) and Peter 
Parker (Maquire) 


feel the heat. 
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“I think it’s unrealistic, in particular with the opening 
weekend, to anticipate doing any better,” says Maguire. 
“I’m sure they‘d be happy with a healthy percentage of 
what they did on the first one.” 
Yet before the bean-counters can even shake their 
abacuses in anger, Sony has given Spidey 3 (and 4, 5 
and 6, for that matter) the greenlight. They've even got 
a release date for 3, so clear your diary for 4 May 2007. 
Filming is likely to start late next year, giving Raimi 
time to hone the screenplay (the train- fight sequence 
in Spider-Man 2 was conceptualised and partially shot 
before work had even begun on the script). “T've just had 
afew meetings with my brother, Ivan, and worked on the 
story,” says Raimi. “And there are some aspects of Peter 
that I’m very interested in, some weaknesses that I'd like 
to pursue, like a bully. I know he’s soft, so I go for it!” 
Mortal combat: Raimi included, there’s a veritable host of villains 
Spider-Man and Doc just lining up to knock Spidey’s block off next time 
Ock fight it out. Gelow round. Don’t rule out a return for Doc Ock, for one 
left: Spider-Man thing, while Maguire himself would choose Sandman, 
takes his Aunt May a petty criminal who can turn his molecules to sand 
(Rosemary Harris) for (cooler than it sounds, believe us). And various Easter 
a'swing around town. eggs have been planted throughout the new flick. 
Peter's boss at Empire State, Dr Curt Connors? 
Well, his comic-book counterpart turns into the 
snarling, reptilian Lizard. Oh, and Mary Jane’s 
CGI, taking him through the astronaut fiance, John Jameson? Well, we're talking 
six confrontations with Spidey Man-Wolf and serious lycanthropic tendencies, 
that are dotted throughout the although Raimi might not stick to the script on this 
film, from a vertiginous battle one, by melding his space-bound origin with that of 
on the side of a building to } Venom, an alien symbiote with all of Spider-Man's 
a claustrophobic clash inside : abilities and none of his morality. Raimi, though, 
a train and the final arachno- j _isn’tconvinced, “Venom is for squares!” he laughs, 
a-calamaro showdown in | grabbing Empire’s tape recorder for emphasis. “Your 
a disused pier. “Doc Ock alone readers will be furious!” He smiles. “We have planted 
is worth the price of admission,” those villains in there, but I don’t know which one 
says Arad, seemingly angling ] we're gonna go with yet,” admits Raimi, “because 
for his own poster quote. “It’s I need to know what Peter's story will be first — then 
an incredible contraption. I'll know who'd be the right antagonist.” 
What we’re doing with that , Perhaps, but the pressing matter for Spider-Man 
character has never been seen | isthe probable elevation of Franco's brooding, James 
before, and maybe we'll outdo Dean-esque Harry Osborn. Gripped by an encroaching 
it with Spider-Man 3.” / psychosis, all the indications are that he finally 
discovers that Peter Parker, his bestest mate in the 
ARAD I$ NOT BEING } whole wide world, is actually Spider-Man, his worstest 
overly optimistic, for, unless the | bloke ever. A blind Spider-Man on a galloping horse 
events that transpire in The Day } could see that Harry is being prepped to follow in his 
After Tomorrow do occur before dad’s big, green footsteps (although hopefully without 
long, there will be a Spider-Man ho} —s the helmet, if only to avoid the Freudian implications). 
3. The original’s opening ; “Tean’t tell you anything about that, sir,” stonewalls 
weekend saw to that. It's simply Raimi. But we'd put money on it. If Spidey can make 
inconceivable that Spider-Man2 | it through this sequel — and all the contractual 
will flop — although now that the ill 
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indications are that he will — then there’s a great big 
novelty has worn off, out-grossing web of intrigue just waiting to ensnare him. Assuming 
the original might be a tall order. } that Tobey’s back can stand the pace, of course... @ 
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“THE CONSTRUCTION 
OF ITS ACTION 
SCENES IS 

A MARVEL 

TO BEHOLD.” 
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ALIENS IS THE perfect follow-up. The Empire Strikes 
Back, while a better film than A New Hope, was more a polished 
segment in a longer story than a stand-alone adventure. But 
Aliens is the model for every potential sequel maker: it connects 
irrefutably with the events of the original (even to the point of 
starting exactly where the drama left off, albeit 57 years later) 
and expands on all the ideas and themes while simultaneously 
differentiating itself. The same, yet entirely different. Perfect. 

It also stands as testament to the unwavering vision and icy 
nerve of James Cameron (here directing only his third movie). 
Utilising the bombed-out skeleton of London's Battersea Power 
Station to create the vast industrio-grim colony/hive setting 
for events, he was faced with a veteran British crew who had 
worked on Alien and worshipped the ground Ridley Scott walked 
on. What could this Canadian punk-kid know? Well, for starters 
that in this case more is, indeed, more. Not just a single, ruthless, 
unbeatable killing machine but an army of them. On home turf. 

Writing as well as directing, Cameron posited a simple 
premise. The planet LV-426, where the first Alien was discovered, 
has been colonised by the Nostromo’s mother company 
Weyland-Yutani and now communication has been lost. Time 
to send in a crack team of space marines and enlist the help of 
a traumatised Ripley. There you have it: marines (plus the ever 
resourceful Ripley) vs Aliens (plus mum). This was genre splicing 
a la carte: the war movie fused inextricably with science fiction, 
a factor highlighted by Gameron’s hardware fetish (he drools over 
the future technology of weaponry). He was also fascinated with 
Ripley and understood immediately that this was her story. It is 
her ability to rationalise the crisis that enables survival (Newt is 
a perfect junior model — someone who has survived by her wits). 
Courage, for Ripley, is an acceptance of fear and dealing with it 
with intelligence. Weaver deservedly got an Oscar nomination. 

What also counts here is execution. Cameron accepted 
Scott's (and, of course, H.R. Giger’s) design ethic — scaly bits, 
loadsa teeth and long, dark, dingy, dripping corridors — but 
reinterpreted them as a battleground rather than a haunted 
house. The point he grasped is that you can't win against this foe 
or the jeopardy, the sheer terror that this xenomorph engenders, 
would be lost. You can only escape. He replaced Scott's 
“behind-you” tension with a muscular fury, an unrelenting, 
sweaty-palmed, pants-filling movie intensity. Nothing before or 
since has locked the viewer in with such an all-consuming sense 
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of peril (audiences and critics actually 
complained of physical discomfort, even 
illness, upon exiting the auditorium). 
Thematically Aliens also expounds 
the set-up further. Central is a continuation 
of Scott and original screenwriter Dan 
O'Bannon's bogeyman hypothesis — what 
if a life form was so attuned to survival it 
became the perfect killing machine and, 
as such, garnered a degree of Darwinisitic 
respect, even from its prey? Ash in Alien, 
lunatic android though he was, praised 
the monster for its “purity”; even Ripley, 
confronted by the duplicity of company 
man Burke (Paul Reiser), has to admit that 
“you don’t see [the creatures] fucking each 
other over for a goddamn percentage!” 
Then it really gets going: Alien as giant 
phallus (and now there's an army of them) 
vs feminist heroine. That subtext is hardly 
“sub” at all; Ripley is one of the strongest 
female characters in movie history. 
Gloser to Gameron’s heart, and 
a theme that recurs throughout his work, 
is the preservation of the nuclear family. 
With Newt rescued and Ripley taking on 
the role of surrogate mother, we only need 
add Hick's gentlemanly (but by no means 
dominant) father to complete our model 
of perfect family unit (the other survivor, 
the android Bishop, well, he’s either 
a kindly uncle or the pet dog or 
something). This whole notion is finally 
boiled down to a remarkable battle of 
maternal instincts — Ripley defending her 
child Newt; the queen Alien defending 
(or, at least, avenging) her children — 
summed up memorably in Ripley's battle 
call: “Get away from her, you bitch!” 
The biology of the species has been 
developed to the point where empathy, 
if not sympathy, is acceptable. And 
if you want to keep this up, there is the 
'Nam-in-space metaphor: an unseen 
enemy mounting stealth attacks and 
the retreating Yanks undone by a tactic 
and mindset they can’t comprehend 
(a metaphor for US foreign policy’). 
b(cimale)al- Me) Mlle gi-ler-\e(- lal emarelele|ilale 
is ever at the expense of the thrills. 
Cameron understood fundamentally the 
basis here was a gut reaction. Aliens’ 
construction of action scenes, its build-up 
of tension and its final execution of 
combat is a marvel to behold (the film 
literally provokes a physical reaction). 
These are characters we care about, 
led by a resourceful heroine who is 
pitted against a formidable enemy in 
a thoroughly believable environment. 
Pure movie. [AN NATHAN 


VERDICT // Took the original 
haunted-house-in-space concept 

and turned it into a full-on action 
movie for the ages. Truly great cinema. 
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had been warned in advance to expect the unexpected on the film 
set of Aliens. it began on arrival at Pinewood Studios, peering 
through a foggy dawn at a chauffeur betng led to the exit by two 
security men. 

“That's one of the actor’s drivers,” unit publicist Geoff 
Freeman pointed out. “He's been caught nicking photographs 
from my drawer.” 

The mystery of the source of pictures, regularly appearing in 
the tabloids, of a bald Sigourney Weaver surrounded by the 
paraphernalia of space, had been solved. 

“This film,” said Geoff, “has been a nightmare.” Since he could 
count one of the all-time movie disasters, Cleopatra, among his 
early films, and never said a bad word about anyone or anything, 
this was really saying something. 

I was the first British journalist to finally be invited on set, 
after 16 weeks of requests, The eventual acceptance call had come 
shortly before midnight. 

“Get over before they change their minds,” said Geoff. “But be 

prepared to hang around — and don’t be 
surprised by anything you see or hear.” 


igourney Weaver's tall, 

shaven-headed figure makes 

its weary way up the 20 stone 

steps of the soundstage at 

Pinewood Studios. While the 
scene outside is bleak, with misshapen 
concrete slabs and frozen brown weeds in 
what passes for a car parking area, inside 
the studio the scene is, 1f anything, even 
bleaker. Steam blasts from a tangle of black 
pipes and holes in what is meant to be the 
dark lair of the dreaded Alien, and a battery 
of lights glow against a deep blue backcloth 
fiving an air of extreme menace. 

Sigourney Weaver — over here to 

pick up once again the role of Ellen 
Ripley, first thrust into mortal combat 
with Ridley Scott’s Alten in 1979 and 
reprised for James Cameron’s Aliens 
seven years later — is totally exhausted. 
Her face is cut, bruised and scarred, 
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courtesy of the make-up department; her 
eyes are bloodshot, courtesy of overwork. 
Her bald head, scalped to the skin that 
very morning by her thrice-weekly shave, 
makes her look even more battle-scarred, 
But worse is her back, first injured when 
she was required to pick up both a gun 
and the little girl Newt (Carrie Henn) in 
Aliens six years ago, has slipped out of 
kilter once again and is giving her huge 
amounts of pain. She’s the only woman of 
the otherwise all-male cast on the 
lice-infested planet Fiorina 161. She's 
missing her sumptuously appointed New 
York home. And — $4 million fee, plus a 
percentage of the gross and an producer 
credit notwithstanding — the demands of 
the role would seem to be somewhat 
excessive, even for such a legendary 
perfectionist as Weaver. 

“I feel as if I have been througha 
tunnel of blood on this one,” she says, with 
only a hint of laughter in her voice. “My 
original thought was that I would not do 
Alten*. Maybe I should have stuck to it.” 


he wind machine whirrs, 

Weaver crawls and scrambles, 

looking desperate and 

terrified under the battery of 

lights. It is the scene in the lead 
works, where the Alien is trapped. Steam, 
and what sounds like a blast furnace, is 
let loose as Ripley’s eyes widen and... 


C7 
= 
= 
=~ 
= 
=_— 
= 
=_- 
— 
— 
— ki 
—= 
——- 
—_— 
—=- 
—_—_ 


/? ABOVE LEFT 
RELIGIOUS 
LEADER DILLON 
(CHARLES S. 


DUTTON) STEPS 
OUT WITH 
RIPLEY. 

f? RIGHT 
RIPLEY IN 
HYPERSLEEP 
HAVING HAD AN 
UNWELCOME 
VISITOR. 

ff BELOW 
DUTTON AND 
WEAVER WITH 
DIRECTOR 
DAVIO FINCHER. 
‘? BELOW LEFT 
A XENOMORPH ON 
THE PROWL. 

ff BOTTOM LEFT 
A DISMEMNBERED 
BISHOP (LANCE 
HENRIKSEN). 





“Cut.” 

A voice from the dark: director David Fincher. 

Weaver goes back to her mark and Fincher emerges. 

He’s slight, with a neat, brown beard framing his face, and 
seems intensely serious under a black baseball cap. He 
says something virtually in her ear and disappears again 
behind a monitor. 

“Take two,” 

It all kicks off once more. The sound and the lights and 
the scrambling... 

“Cut,” comes the voice. “We're going again.” 

We reach 12 takes, then 20, and the morning has all but 
disappeared. Weaver genuinely looks wrecked. Eventually 
take 24, is accepted with a bark of, “Check the gate”. It looks to 
me, much the same as the first. 

Brian Glover, forever remembered as the school teacher in 
the 1970 film, Kes, is playing prison governor Andrews. “We're 
having a grand old time on this one,” He says “I haven't got a 
bloody clue what’s happening. I’ve done about 50 films and TV 
dramas and they're paying me more on this than the rest put 
together,” he says. “Good job they have, too, cause I don't think 
it will ever be finished.” 

So what's your take on the film? “Sigourney’s a down-to- 
earth woman,” he says. “But the director keeps on changing 
the bloody seript after I’ve learned the lines!” 

He likes Fincher, though. “He’s a nice bloke doing his best,” 
he says. “It's not been easy for him and he’s just had a hell ofa 
time on this one.” Then he shakes his broad, bald head in silence 
and presses a finger to his lips. ) 
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It’s left to Paul McGann, playing 
Golic, to spell things out in a way that 
only McGann can. 

“There are more producers 
around here than actors,” he tells me. 

“T wondered who the hell they were 

at first. It’s like having an extra fucking 
audience for every scene. You can’t 

get aclear picture of who wants what, 
it gets changed as we go along. I don't 
know what they’re doing here, Rewriting 
some of the script? Getting in the way? 
Fuck knows. But movies are in a mess. 
Tam in the only fucking film which 

is shooting in England. The situation 
is getting dire with this recession 
going on. We're going to be down to 
one cameraman and one sound crew 
in this country if we aren't careful.” 

He is mighty miffed, because there 
has been some recent personal criticism 
about the sort of roles he’s chosen, 
post-Withnail. “I do not do a crap movie, 
knowing it is going to be crap,” he says. “I 
work with people and if the people are 
good, then fine. I thought this would be 
fantastic, It is fantastic — a fantastic 
eye-opener to how Hollywood movies operate.” 


igourney Weaver was not originally required for the 


production Roger Birnbaum calls the Alten saga. In 
fact, it was not until the project had been in 
development hell for nigh on two years that she 
finally signed on to play Ripley once more. 

In that time, original director Renny Harlin had departed 
and Vincent Ward, a New Zealander, had been hired by 20th 
Century Fox. And, as Weaver was playing hard to get — 
declaring she was definitely not going to star again as Ripley 
— Ward started prepping the film on a script which had no 
heroine. When Weaver suddenly saw the light — or more like a 
$4 million offer and the chance to become a co-producer — 
there had been a sudden shift in gear. Ward wanted Ripley to 
land on a wooden spaceship inhabited only by monks. They 
would view her appearance as a test by their god. The sudden 
arrival of the Alien would be the equivalent of their devil. 





BRIAN GLOVER 
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return to the “franchise”, as Fox’s worldwide head of 





But there was another devil at 
work — ashortage of cash. Not that you'd 
know it — more than $7 million was 
spent on the “development” of this 
$35 million film. Ward, however, was 
thinking bigger, which met with a cold 
response from studio heads who told 
him to cut back on his grand plans, 
particularly the construction of a 
wooden cathedral for the monks. 

Exit Ward, leaving producers Walter 
Hill and David Giler to mastermind a new 
script. Enter 28-year-old debut director 
David Fincher with their rewritten 
screenplay — set in aspace prison with all 
inmates having discovered religion — still 
incomplete. Fincher had just celebrated his 
28th birthday, and the only entries of note 
on his CV were a couple of Madonna 
videos. Hopes were not high, and the 
budget began drifting up to $50 million, 


hen pressed on the film’s 
troubles, Sigourney Weaver 
presents a different story: 
“We have had a lot of laughs 
on this film amid all the 
tension and desperately hard work,” she 
insists. “Fincher is very dry. He is the 
only director I can think of who can come 
up with so many jokes, considering the 
pressure he has been under.” 

As it happens, she can’t quite muster 
a single joke from the Fincher repertoire 
just at the moment, but rest assured, Alien® 








“/ ABOVE 

A MAKE-UP 
ARTIST ADDS 
SOME BRAIN 
SPATTERED GORE. 
“? RIGHT 
ANDREWS (BRIAN 
GLOVER) GETS A 
NASTY SURPRISE. 
/? FAR RIGHT 
DUTTON AND 
WEAVER ON SET 
WITH FINCHER. 











has been a wonderful experience for 
the 42-year-old ex-Susan Weaver (she 
changed her name aged 14 after reading 
The Great Gatsby). 
“Other people working on this 

film have said, ‘Oh, it’s so hard and it is 
so tense,” she admits. “But we have been 
so lucky. Everyone has got along on 
this picture. Not that people don’t fight, 
but you can tell they are behind it, 
believing in what they are doing and 
enjoying being there.” 

aver tbttniy,. One could, if one chose, tell an 








4 P sa . 
ea entirely different story, of course, 


wheeling out unhappy Allen’ employees 
including erstwhile screenwriter David 

Twohy, who insists he has yet to hear 

a word from Fox about the rewrites 

he finished in 1989, 

“Okay, the crew has not enjoyed 
being here until ten o'clock at night,” 
admits Weaver. “But, you know, that’s 
the way it is. Because of the fun it doesn't 
seem so bad.” 

: What, though, about the fact that 

“ the movie is hopelessly behind schedule? 
j What of the costs that seem to be 
Fs spiralling ever upwards? What can 
Weaver, given she’s the co-producer, 
do about all that? 

“The main problem,” considers 
Weaver, donning her accountant’s hat, “is 
that we have had to make a lot of changes 
to the script. We were building the sets 
before we had a finished script and having 
to cast it as we went along, because of 
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time concerns. This was not the way that Fincher wanted to do 
his first film. The lack of preparation with the finished script has 
made us go over budget and over schedule. But I think it is 
working out.” 

What becomes clear on talking at length with Sigourney 
Weaver about the nightmare of Alien* is that she’s an upbeat, 
energetic optimist who will make a judgement only in long- 
term retrospect. She is a loyal admirer of the rookie David Fincher, 
for example, and is determined to protect him at all costs — the 
man himself gave a strained interview just as shooting finished 
in LA (“What do you think about in the middle of night?” “How 
do I fucking leave the country without you knowing?”), and 
hasn't uttered a peep since. They met in the boardroom of 20th 
Century Fox in Los Angeles before he had been confirmed for 
the job, and at first Weaver had precisely zero confidence in this 
bearded supposed genius just out of short trousers, 

“Tt was not really an honest meeting, because everyone was 
sitting around being nervous,” she recalls. “So I just said to him, 
“How do you see the character of Ripley” That was my one worry. 
I wanted to see if he was the least bit interested in her character, 
because he was stuck with it whether he wanted it or not. 
Suddenly, he said, ‘How do you feel about her being bald?’ and 
there was asharp intake of breath from everybody. But I was 
interested in that right away. I looked up to one of the studio heads 
and said, “Well, if I’m going to be bald, I have to get more money,” 

The extra money never materialised, but it was at that 
meeting that Weaver says she realised Fincher had a fresh 
vision for the next instalment of the Alien saga, although the 
men in suits were less than enthusiastic. 

“The studio was a little nervous about it all,” chuckles 
Weaver, “in case I had a strange pointed-shaped head 
underneath all my hair.” 

As it happens, on the evidence here at Pinewood, Sigourney 
Weaver has a damn nigh perfect bonce: neat and smallish, 
especially considering her six-foot height. And her theatre 
director husband, Jim Simpson, apparently “loves it”, with even 
daughter Charlotte, aged two, regularly running her little 
fingers over the smoothness, For Fincher, his suggestion broke 
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ff LEFT 
SIGOURNEY 
WEAVER PRE 
BU2Z2 CUT. 

// ABOVE 

A SENOMORPH 
IN A SHOWER. 
‘? BELOW LEFT 
SOME OF THE 
PRISON INMATE 
CAST IN 
CONTEMPLATIVE 
MOOD. 

7? FAR LEFT 
AN INMATE 
FIGHTS BACK. 








the ice with Weaver, though it didn’t entirely calm her nerves. 

“I was worried about working with Fincher because all I'd 
ever seen him do were the Madonna videos,” she admits. 
“Sometimes, | have teased him about the way he talks to actors. 
He will tell you 20 things, all of them contradictory, and he'll 
give you a lot of adjectives like, ‘Well, this should be really tense 
and angry.’ So I'll say, “You want me to do this, and he'll say 
“Yeah, all right.’ So we have sort of worked that out. But I do find 
that working with actors is something a director only 
learns if he wants to learn.” 

An incident a couple of days earlier had shown that Weaver 
—a serious, if obscure, theatrical actress in New York until Alien 
plucked her from obscurity at the age of 29 — certainly shares 
Fincher’s odd sense of drama. Ripley is required to confront the 
Alien, played by an actor called Tom whose line of vision 1s 
obscured by the heavy costume. 

“Tom has a little earpiece and Fincher is giving him 
direction through a private microphone,” relates Weaver. “I had 
a torch to try and attack the Alen, and I thought that Tom was 
being particularly specific and very good, considering the fact 
that he can’t really see me. But when I get around the corner, 

I hear Fincher literally screaming into the microphone, ‘You 
hate that bitch,’ he was saying, ‘Get her, get her, you hate that 
torch even more than you hate her — Get her!’ He was whipping 
up Tom in to this frenzy of hatred. It was wonderful.” 

Sigourney Weaver breaks into a broad grin. “And so funny.” 





igourney Weaver, the only 
major star involved, 
has been required to carry 
Alten? entirely alone. 
As such, itis obvious that the 

movie is a turning point for the actress. 

Despite an excellent pedigree —a 
Yale graduate, she is the daughter of 
RADA-trained English thesp Elizabeth 
Inglis and American Pat Weaver, creator 
of both the Today and Tonight shows 
while president of NBC Television in the 
fifties — her height precluded her from 
anything other than 
a quick walk-on part at the end of Annie 
Hall until she was nearly 30. Since 20th 
Century Fox and Ridley Scott took a huge 
gamble and cast her as Ripley in Alien, 
there have, of course, been a whole range 
of parts which have taken her box office 
credibility to her present $4 million 
asking price — a price which, while she 
couldn't expect it for anything other than 
an Alien picture, makes her one of the 
highest paid female stars in Hollywood. 

First, she specialised in co-starring 
with internationally recognisable 
male stars Eyewitness (William Hurt), 
The Year Of Living Dangerously 
(Mel Gibson), One Woman Or Two 
(Gerard Depardieu). Then she came 
into her own with performances as the 
primatologist Dian Fossey in Michael 
Apted’s Gorillas In The Mist and asuperb 
comic turnin Working Girl, withboth > 
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movies winning her Oscar nominations 
in the same year. 

Whatever she did and wherever she 
was, though, there was always the 
opportunity of another Alien movie for 
Sigourney Weaver. Another potential box 
office sensation. A calling card just to 
remind Hollywood that she carries the 
requisite clout — and can be trusted with 
fronting a major movie. With Alien*, 
however, the calling card has been torn 
up. Her character of Ripley will never 
return, leaving Weaver facing the rest 
of the “90s as a fortysomething star 
searching out a new, more sharply 
defined identity. But having spent her 
formative years in the theatre, Weaver 
now relates that she didn’t particularly 
warm to the prospect of this unknown 
little science fiction movie called Alten. 

“Twas a bit ofa snob about it,” she 
admits, “And I think the first one was a 
nightmare for me because it was my first 
film and I was surprised how badly 
everyone got along, There was a great 
deal of tension on the set, Coming from 
the theatre, I was used to being part of 
an ensemble. It was just very unpleasant, 
and I know the other actors thought so 
too. They thought it was the toughest 
shoot they'd ever been on. I had nothing 
to compare it with, so I really never 
wanted to do another film again after 
that first one.” 

The contrast in her lifestyle 
from that debut movie with Sigourney 
Weaver 1992-style could hardly be 
sharper. She received $30,000 for her 
services on Alfen, living alone ina 
cramped London flat, desperately 
homesick for her more supportive and 
comforting theatre friends in New York. 
Now, she is in London with husband 
Jim — they met in 1984 — and their 
young daughter, Charlotte, with 
the nanny bringing up the rear. 
Chauffeur-driven cars are on hand at 
all times: a vast Chelsea town house has 
been rented for the duration; she has 
major input into the story. The decision 
to go for Alien was, then, not one she 
would particularly regret? 

“Oh, sure,” laughs Weaver. “But 
I went back to the theatre after Alien 
and said, ‘Never again.’ [ could not 
imagine why people would want to do 
that for a living and torture themselves.” 

Now, of course, she is a willing 
victim. Sitting on a low-slung sofain her 
dressing suite, her well-muscled long legs 
stretched straight, Sigourney Weaver sips 
cups of weak tea. An exercising 
Stairmaster, which helps keep her back 
muscles limbered up, is in one corner; 
photographs of daughter and husband 
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crush each other for space ona table in the other. 

“Melanie Griffith left me that, after she finished Shining 
Through with Michael Douglas,” she says, pointing to the 
exercise machine. “As for the photographs, they keep me going 


in my desperate moments. 
Your desperate moments? 


“The part I am playing does affect me,” says Weaver. 
“We have hardly had a day off and it is all about death, 
bloodshed and losing people you care about. It is very 
hard. This movie is far tougher than Gorillas In The Mist. 


There is no let-up.” 


ack on the set, David Fincher is organising the 
next scene. He looks edgy and says he hasn't really 
got time to talk. We stand near his monitor. “It's 


quite an experience,” he says evenly. 


So what about the reports of lateness on the film 
set and scenes dragging on and on? I've just witnessed one of 
them, after all. “It’s not just that,” he says. “After every day's 
filming, there are questions to be answered from LA. I get a 
report after they have seen the dailies from the previous night's 
filming. It is a matter of keeping the show on the road, however 


there are many issues I have to deal with.” 


[t's perhaps not quite the time or the place to pose 
the question about whether the debut director is in way 
over his head. He addresses it anyway, without being asked. 
“Tam not allowed to forget that this is a very big opportunity 
for me,” he says, with a thin smile that shows the dry 
humour to which Weaver referred, “In fact lam reminded 


of how big itis on a daily basis.” 
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arch 20, 1992, sigourney weaver’'s suite at stopped us doing what we wanted to 
the Regency Hotel, New York City. Alren* has be done. So, until very recently, the 
finally finished shooting, much of the editing director has been shooting stuff that 
is done. Since the months at Pinewood, there was always in the script that we have 
have been many new scenes shot, with Weaver been trying to put into the film for 
this time wearing askull cap, having refused to shave the last year.” 
again after her husband Jim admitted he hated her Sigourney Weaver pauses, ever keen 
baldness after all. In contrast to her washed-out appearance to give the impression that what we have 
in London, today she looks every inch the fantastically here is one tight and jolly little movie. 
wealthy movie star: her hair is back to its glorious fullness, “It was not a reshoot,” she repeats. 
acouple of weeks in the warmth of Costa Rica, with co- “Tt was just that we were able to finish 
ar status cast aside, what we had started.” 
For Sigourney Weaver, it really is 
over with Ripley, the Alien, everything. 
And despite her somewhat forced 


producing responsibilities and st 


has restored her tan. 
50 why the frantic reshoots? 
“We did not reshoot,” begins Weaver slowly. “That is 

a misnomer. What happened was the film was so much optimism about the shooting of Alren* 

more expensive than they planned and they didn't, I think, she finally lets her guard down a fraction 

plan it that well. We were $7 million dollars in before we when asked about the possibility of yet 

even started shooting, and the other sets had been built, another instalment. 

with a lot of different scripts. So it was immediately expensive “Iam sure there will eventually be 

and there was always a lot of pressure on us. So by the time an Alren 4,” she muses. “It just won't 

have me init.”@ 


we finished what they thought was needed to be done, they 
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“WE QPEN IN awooden cathedral. We think it’s the Middle Ages. There are monks 
working behind the scenes, going upstairs through alcoves, then up ladders through attics 
and lofts. We follow one monk, who emerges through a gantry and looks out through a 
trap door across the encrusted surface of this environment, a little plain that curves, with 
a lagoon and a shallow atmosphere, The monk sees a star in the East. [t gets closer and 
closer. Other monks come up the ladders and more people join them over a period of days 
and weeks, And the star gets closer, until it smashes into the lagoon. The monks believe it 
is some sort of omen, that it is going to save them in some way. Of course, we know if ts 
someLie te differ nt.” 

he fact that Alien’ was a nightmare for virtually 

all involved is not entirely unknown. Its director 

(actually the third hired) has since disowned it. 

[t went massively over-budget; at $63 million, it 

astonishingly cost more than twice as much as Alien 
and Affiens combined. The production overran to such a degree 
that its initial announced Easter '90 bow was pushed back to 
Memorial Day, 1992, Despite a robust eventual $160 million 
vorldwide gross, it opened weakly and was critically drubbed. 
“Amuddled effort that offers little more than visual splendour 
to recommend it,” shrugged Variety at the time. “[It] goes back 
to square one and proves inferior to both its predecessors.” 

In particular, commentators bemoaned the fact that, unlike 
James Cameron's combat-movie sequel, which displayed 
inventive genius in evolving the story of harried Warrant Officer 
Ellen Ripley while locating it in an entirely different genre to 


ol 
- 


Ridley Scott’s horror/sei-f original, David Fincher’s Alten’ 


amounted to little more than a glum retread of the first outing. 
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very nearly didn't. For a brief time, it 
was shaping up to be something daring, 
fascinating and, in terms of the setting al 
least, unique, 

The history of sci-fi cinema is littered 
with intriguing, shadowy almost-movies: 
dark, fantastic visions that never quite 
coalesced into celluloid reality. So it’s 
hardly surprising, after Aliens stormed 
the box office in 1986, that saga producers 
Walter Hill and David Giler decided there 
should be a third instalment, They came 
up with a whole brood of alternative 
futures for Ripley and her phallic-headed 
nemeses during the next six years. 

Initially, Giler and Hill hired 
Neuromancer writer William Gibson, 
the man credited with creating the 
cyberpunk genre. They handed him 
a 12-page treatment and suggested he 
might turn it into something interesting. 
Gibson recalls it as “like a Cold War in 
space with genetic manipulation of the 
Alien replacing nuclear war”. He set 
about adapting Hill and Giler’s idea, but 
the’87 writers’ strike hit, and Gibson 
abandoned the project after rushing an 
unsatisfactory draft (although he did 
manage to inject the motif of barcode 
tattoos on characters’ heads, something 
Fincher stuck with for his version), 

Whatever Gibson achieved during 
this time, it was enough to attract the 
project's first director. In late 1988, burly, 
blond Finnish-filmmaker Renny Harlin, 
who had just made A Nightmare On 
Elm Street 4: The Dream Master, was 
announced as the man to make ‘Alien IIT 
(its working title) an appropriate enough 
act to follow James Cameron, at least in 
terms of physique and love of explosions 
and hard women. His “first principle”, he 
states on the Alien Quadrilogy’s excellent 
documentary, was that he wouldn't copy 
either Scott or Cameron, “My original 
approach was that we place the story on 
the planet where the Aliens originate 
from, and really explain what they are, 
and maybe that they're not born to be 
bad after all.” 

This concept was swiftly nixed by 
the studio, 20th Century Fox. Alien 
homeworld? Far too pricey, Even so, 
Giler, Hill and Harlin needed more 
development funds out of Fox; they hired 
Near Dark and The Hitcher scribe Eric 
Red for a quick write to keep the suits 
satisfied. His script played further on the 
idea of genetic experiments on the Alien, 
And, at the producers’ behest, it ejected 
Ripley entirely — they liked the idea of 
allowing her time out, then bringing her 
back fora fourth instalment. (It would 
also, conveniently, free the project from 
the constraints of Sigourney Weaver's 
availability: and besides, she was in the 


process of suing Fox for unpaid profits from Aliens.) But Harlin 
remained unconvinced. Red's script was shelved, 

Next at the keyboard was David Twohy, who had just 
written Critters 2 and who, a decade later, would pen and direct 
the incredibly fun, Alrens-alike Vin Diesel vehicle Pitch Black, 
Twohy’s setting was an interstellar penal colony, the main 
character a prisoner. (It was here, one imagines, that the seeds 
were sown for Pitch Black and Diesel’s Riddick character.) 
Harlin, however, lost interest. He went to Hill and complained 
that all they'd done for the past year was circle the same idea, 
which offered little more than “just having more guns and more 
Aliens”. He walked. His next film was Die Hard 2. 

The new boss at Fox wasn't too happy, either. Joe Roth was 
quick to read Twohy’s script, and even quicker to announce; 

“I won’t make this film without Sigourney.” Weaver was never 
that ecstatic at the idea of returning. “It's a little like childbirth,” 
she told Premiere magazine in 92. “The first couple of years 
after you make an Aljen film, the idea of doing another is not 
that appealing,” Still, she agreed with Fox that she'd do it, on 
condition that the story be suitably impressive, original and 
nondependent on guns (as a vocal member of Handgun Control, 
Weaver had never been comfortable with Aliens’ heavy-duty 
pulse-rifle antics) and that she approved of the director. 

Twohy duly set about writing Ripley into his screenplay. 

Around this time, Hill was in New York, where he 
serendipitously saw a film called The Navigator: An Odyssey 
Across Time, Low-budget and ostensibly ‘arthouse’, it opens 
with stark, monochromatic, grainy footage of a Celtic medieval 
island-village whose snow-whipped, shivering inhabitants 
shelter from the encroaching Black Death, and goes on to tell, 
in vivid, hallucinatory colour, the story ofa group of villagers 
led by a boy-visionary, who somehow tunne! through the 
Earth to 20th century New Zealand. Never preoccupied by 
the mechanics of ‘time-travel’, never burdened by expository, 
‘What year is this?!’ dialogue, it’s a feast of sensory dislocation, 
about as near as you'll get to seeing the modern world through 
the eyes of someone born in the 14th century. Hill was blown 
away, He'd found the director of ‘Alien IT, 


“THE MONK WE first see, John, goes over to the crashed 
spaceship ina coracle, this ancient little vessel made af hide. 
Everything ts destroyed inside, He and the other monks find 
bedchambers with the glass broken. They find trails of blood. 
There's no sign of Newt, and they find Ripley, She's asleep, but the 
shield to her sleeping chamber is broken, They take her by coracle 
and by ladder down to where the senior bishop ts, He’s kind of 
areal reactionary, and rules with an tron rod. The bishap and the 
monks interrogate her; and she only has one ally, this mank John, 
who's a little more open than the rest. There's a weird physical 
frisson between him and Ripley. Then things start going wrong.” 


incent Ward is one of those filmmakers who, for 

the sake of convenience, tends to be tagged with 

the label ‘eccentric’, While he may well accept that 

as acompliment, it doesn’t quite get the measure 

of the man. Born ina small rural community near 
Wellington, New Zealand, in 1956, he spent much of his 
childhood playing alone on the family farm (Ward was not 
an only child, just very much younger than his siblings), 
appreciating from an early age the redness of nature's tooth and 
claw. “Once I saw a hawk dive out of the sky and pluck the eyes 
from a live lamb,” he writes in his autobiography Edge Of The 
Earth. He also became fascinated at this impressionable age by 
“the apocalyptic engravings” in his grandfather's leatherbound 
Bible, “l imagined I saw demons rising up out of the flaming ? 
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helds to peals of thunder as my father 
burned back the barley stubble. Fire 
attracted me, and I felt acompulsion 
to watch as he set alight the pyres of 
stillborn lambs, 

*My childhood was not 
extraordinarily eventful,” he adds. 

“It's the emotional intensity with which 
I viewed the world that dominates 
my memories.” 

It would seem, from Empire's 
long, trans-hemispherical phone 
conversations with Ward about ‘Alien 
IIT’, that such intensity has barely 
waned. Indeed, it’s driven him as an 
artist and filmmaker; when funding for 
The Navigator, his third film, collapsed 
during pre-production in 1986, he 
refused to abandon it and started again 
from scratch; sticking with the project all 
the way through an extremely demanding 
shoot. Not for nothing did Newsweek 
once describe him as combining “Werner j | 
Herzog’s dogged visionary zeal with 
George Lucas’ showmanship", 

Tellingly, he appears to be one of the 
only participants in ‘Alien IITs tortuous 
realisation happy to revisit the whole 
farrago today; he is still passionate about 
his vision for the movie, and despite 
Empire speaking with him early one 
Sunday morning his time, he can (and 
does) relate the plot, beat by beat, in 
some detail, and with great enthusiasm, 

Ward's supposed eccentricity is 
perhaps borne out by his initial response 
to Fox executive Michael London’s 
suggestion that he direct ‘Alien II’: “No,” 
It wasn’t that he disliked the material 
— Ward loved Scott's “visually strong 
horror” and “respected” Cameron's 
entirely different take —just that he 
preferred to generate his own, something 
he felt sequel-making would deny him. 
Undeterred, London sent over the scripts 
that had been written so far, including — | 
Twohy’s prison-colony work-in-progress. | 
“T hated them,” says Ward.“I thought, | 
“This is just more of the same.”’ However, | 
his next planned movie — which would 
eventually become 1993’s Map Of The 
Human Heart — had hit a snag, and 
besides, a strange, compelling notion was| 
forming in his mind, something that | 
could be “as different from Alien as, say, 
Alien is from Metropolis or Blade Runner”. | 
He relented, and accepted London’s 
invitation. “I just wanted to get out of 
Australia [where Ward was based at the 
time] for a break,” he half-jokes. On the 
plane his notion calcified into a Big Idea, 
“After The Navigator I wrote a book | 
[Edge Of The Earth], and started 
exploring more medieval imagery, and 
I came across engravings and so on that 
[hadn't seen before,” he says. “One of 
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them was of a devil being cast out of someone’s mouth. On the 
plane over some of these images came to mind. By the time I got 
to LA, I had a complete story.” 

At the meeting with London, Giler and Hill, Ward’s pitch, 
as he recalls, went something like this: "What if this Alien had 
been encountered somewhere in the distant past on Earth? 
People would have thought of it as some kind of devil. Then, 
what if you had like a sort of powerful sect on Earth (in the 
future of the Aen movies) who reject all technology beyond 
a certain date. So the ruling forces say to the sect, ‘Okay, you 
wanna live this way? We have an old satellite — huge thing. 
We'll tow it into outer space and you can just live there on your 
own.’ They just give them a place to live where they know 
inevitably they're gonna die. 

“The sect agree, but they believe in having an environment 
that looks archaic. Within that environment — a huge, round 
satellite about a mile in diameter — you have maybe 16 floors, 
each one about 100 metres high. It’s layered like an ant’s nest, or 
bee's nest, and each layer has been largely clad with huge areas 
of sculpted wood. They can grow wheat there, and even have 
windmills and orchards. Ina way it’s like a monastery. The 
satellite [mamed ‘Arceon’] has a range of technologies that allow 
it to survive in outer space: it has a means of dealing with 
gravity, and a means of dealing with air, and it has a low surface 
atmosphere. It looks like a meteorite on the outer surface.” 

This was what has since been called the ‘Wooden Planet’ 
vision, The producers, it seemed, loved it. “It was a little far 
out,” remembers Giler, “but that’s what we wanted to do: to 

)push this thing a little bit.” Soon after, Ward met with Sigourney 
eaver and they hit it off. She found his concept, she says, “very 
) original and arresting”. Ward was hired in late 1989, ‘Alien [IT 


I | } jwas finally greenlit. 


“ THERE ARE THESE monastic toilets. Six or eight 
slong-drop toilets with dividers between each closet. Here the 
onks catch up on the local gossip. But the Alien — which has 
ome from the spaceship and then down into this wooden vessel 
i— ts circling through their sewage system. One guy is in the 
imiddle of a conversation, then whoosh! The Alien gets him from 
below. One by one, the Alien sucks them down into the sewerage.” 
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ard, somewhat surprised to find himself at the helm 
of a major studio picture with funds to make his bold 
vision real, set about assembling his script. He, in his 
own words, “didn’t want to be putting in the hard 
‘ yards” on the screenplay, and expressed a desire 
ito hire Blade Runner’s David Webb Peoples, or even veteran 
writer Robert Bolt (Lawrence Of Arabia, Ryan’s Daughter). Fox 
‘put him together with John Fasano, whose background was in 
comic books and who was hired, laughs Ward, because Walter 
Hill said he was “very fast” and “will do what I tell him”, 
Although, claims Twohy, nobody told him. He was still 
=~ beavering away on his prison-colony version when he got a call 
from an LA Times reporter who asked, “What's this about 
competing drafts of ‘Alien IIl’?” On confronting Fox, Twohy was 
told, as he recalled to Premiere, “‘You got it all wrong. [Ward is] 
not writing ‘Alien III’, he’s writing ‘Alien IV’..." Smelling a rat, 
Twohy finished the job as soon as he could and stormed off. 
Meanwhile, things weren't working out with Fasano — he 
was making the characters too “stereotypical”, according to 
Ward. So Greg Pruss was brought on, and started working on 
a story treatment. Ward hired production designer Norman 
Reynolds, who had previously worked on The Empire Strikes 
Back and Raiders Of The Lost Ark, and moved to London to 
oversee the building of the sets there on Finewood’s colossal 
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007 soundstage. 

Reynolds was impressed with Ward. “I liked him 
immediately,” he tells Empire. “He was very enthusiastic; he 
had lots of ideas.” Many of them, it would seem, inspired by his 
childhood, “We looked at some images he was really excited 
about: the fires of hell, all that sort of stuff. It seemed a really 
interesting way to go with Alien.” 

Further story elements were fleshed out: the Alien, it was 
decided, would meet its end in a glass factory, where mirrors, 
which light the satellite’s interior via reflected sunlight, are 
made. It would be plunged into a huge vat of molten glass, only 
to leap out and be doused in cold water, which would shatter the 
creature. Meanwhile, the wheathelds would burn spectacularly. 

But what would happen to Ripley? Ward had her 
impregnated by the Alien, but planned to save her viaa kind of 
‘exorcism’ delivered by the monk John, whereby he ‘pushes’ 
the would-be chestburster out of her body. “The thing blows 
out of her mouth and is sucked into him,” says Ward, “He then 
sacrifices himself, walking slowly into the wheat fields, which 
are on fire.” However, Weaver had other ideas. “I wanna die! 
End the series — I don’t wanna make any more of them!” Ward 
remembers her exclaiming. While he preferred his own vision, 
he was happy to rejig the climax in such a way that the figure 
walking slowly, nobly into the faming wheatfields was Ripley 
herself— “A Sigourney flambe!” Ward laughs. 

The production was a few months in. The script wasn’t 
finished, but Ward and Reynolds at least were working on the 
film in earnest. Sets were being built. “We were doing it in 
a serious way,” says Reynolds. “It was happening.” Then, 
about three months into pre-production, Rupert Murdoch 
announced the release date: Easter 1990, It was like dropping 
the whole project into a pressure cooker. Everything suddenly 
changed. As production executive Jon Landau has since 
astutely put it: “As a studio we set out to make a release date, 
and not make a movie.” 


“THE MONKS BECOME frightened. Ripley, as 

awoman, has become to them a kind of evil presence. She is 

sent down to a cell, where she starts to hallucinate. It's a kind 

of morning sickness. She has been impregnated by the Alien. The 
hallucinations are very much like Bosch visions, apocalyptic 
visions of fire and death. The Alien attempts to taunt her; and 
they achieve thts strange intimacy. And Ripley can't tell what's 
real and what's not real.” 


t's not entirely surprising that, now Murdoch had 
turned up the heat, “Alien I1I"s producers started to 
worry about the commercial viability of Ward's concept. 
Indeed, the studio was now even more concerned to 
keep a lid on costs and see a quick return on its 
investment, because it had already poured a worrying amount 
of money into — ironically — Harlin’s Die Hard 2 and Cameron’s 
The Abyss. All too quickly, Ward’s pitch turned in his peers’ 
minds from exciting idea to unviable, indulgent flight of fancy. 
Holes began to be picked. “I had a hard time with it,” says effects 
art director David Jones, considering the shallow-atmosphere 
idea, “Atmosphere has to be built up over thousands of feet.” FX 
man Tom Woodruff Jr, who plays the Alien in some scenes of 
the final film, took issue with the idea of the Alien ‘taunting’ 
Ripley. “It added too much of a human agenda to the Alien,” 
he says — evidently missing the point that this occurs during 
Ripley's ‘morning sickness’ episode, and that Ward had 
established an “ambiguous” relationship between her and the 
Alien; “It was effectively father to the embryo inside her and so 
therefore would not want to destroy her during its gestation,” 


RIPLEY'S PREGNANT 
HALLUCINATIONS BECOME NIGHTMARISH. 
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“DONT MIN 
COMPROMISING 
TWILL IMPROVE 
THE STORY BUT 
THIS WASNT 
KNOWN AS AIL 
—IPSCALLED 
FRANCHISE! 


maintains Ward. “The thought of that 
creature licking at her would be truly 
frightening and kind of wonderfully 
revolting, sexual and protective at the 
same time, even if it was only in her 
nightmare. It would make you feel she 
had gone to hell and back, and when 
she finally kills it the satisfaction would 
be very primal.” 

The entire Wooden Planet concept 
itself also came under fire. “We could 
never quite get him to explain why this 
planet should be wood,” says Giler on 
the Quadrilogy. 

“The interior was clad with wood 
before it went into outer space,” responds 
Ward, “You can clad the interior of 
a spaceship now with wood!” 

Perhaps the key criticism levelled at 
Ward was that he was less interested in 
the Alien or Ripley than he was in his 
world. This is certainly Pruss’ claim: “The 
movie's called Alien because it’s about the 
Alien,” he said in "92. “] couldn’t get that 
across to Vincent.” Weaver has also since 
voiced that she had a similar concern. 
“Frankly, I think he never wanted to 
make an Alien picture in the first place,” 
she said, “The elements were there but 
there was no story involving Ripley. 

He really did not know what to do with 
my character.” 

Ward recognises both Weaver and 
Pruss were “in an awkward bind” and 
understands their comments. He admits 
that “in retrospect it would have been 
smarter to outline more horror beats and 
Ripley-character beats straight up, even 
if it wasn't the best way to nail a realistic 
world for her to move through.” 

Ward was clear from the outset that, 
through his world, he was reimagining 
the Alien through God-fearing (or rather, 
devil-fearing) medieval eyes: less H.R. 
Giger, more Hieronymus Bosch (indeed, 
the bizarre, hellish paintings of the 
1Sth-century Dutch artist were a key 
reference point for the director). It's 
central to his plot, and he insists he was 
“more than happy to scare the bejesus 
out of people!” As for Ripley, he concedes 
that he focused on the harder job of 
“making the surrounding characters 
come alive” while only sketching Ripley's 
throughline, assuming he'd have more 
time to detail it. An approach he now 
recognises was unwise: “When youre 
working with a star and showing 
treatment drafts at such an early stage, 
that’s not such a good strategy!" 

Even so, he had clear intentions 
for the character. He was particularly 
taken by Cameron's idea, seen in the 
Aliens Special Edition, that Ripley had a 
daughter who had died of old age. Though 
he was keen to be rid of the surrogate- > 
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daughter figure of Newt (“One of the 
first things I wanted to do was kill her 
off. She kind of annoyed me,” he laughs), 
he wanted to place at the thematic 
heart of ‘Alien III’ the idea of Ripley 
searching for family, “You can't keep 
living your life fighting creatures 
without much of a family,” he says, 
“How would you survive? Families give 
us something, We're communal, social 
creatures. So Ripley's big regret is that 
she missed out on a personal life, She 
seeks some sort of strange atonement 
for not having had a relationship with 
her daughter.” 

Over the months, the producers, 
in Ward’s words, “became more 
conservative”. And he became less 
comfortable being supposedly 
responsible for the fortunes of an entire 
studio. Things started to become, as they 
say, political. Ward says he was warned by 
his line producer that his “tall, beautiful” 
assistant was “phoningin every night to 
the studio”, He was also informed that 
the studio was having phone calls with 
production designer Reynolds behind his 
back. Reynolds, for the record, denies 
this: “IT wasn't, actually! I'm really the 
director's man. My dealings are with the 
director as opposed to the producers.” 
What is certain is that there was 
a growing atmosphere of mistrust. 

Eventually, Ward was sent notes that 
were, he says, “very adamant about what 
could and what could not happen in the 
script. Now il was felt it should be more 
like Alten and Aliens, so they suggested, 
‘Let’s make it a mining community!’ How 
boring! ‘Let's have that guy who turned 
out to be a robot [Lance Henriksen]! 
Ward protested: “Guys,” he said, “you 
can't do the same thing in this film, 
another character that has milk come out 
of them — it’s gonna be predictable! Try 
something else!” 

Soon after, Ward received a message 
that he should meet with “one of our key 
senior executives at Fox” the next day. 
He was made to wait outside for an hour, 
“like a school kid” His mood darkened. 
The meeting did not ¢o well. The Wooden 
Planet, he was told, had to go, 

Shortly afterward, Ward left Alien 
ITT. “Basically, the only reason I signed on 
was because I had a strong idea for the 
story,” he sighs, “and the very fabric of 
that story had been chipped away. It just 
became a remake. 

"Tt was a weird situation to find 
myself in,” reflects Ward. “I'm one of 
those people who like to see things 
through. I don’t mind compromising if it 
will improve the story. But you're dealing 
with people where it’s not known as a 
‘film’ — it’s called a ‘franchise’ .So you 
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don't want your Kentucky Fried Chicken or your McDonald's to 
look different, You gotta have the same coloured walls, and the 
doors in the right place,” 

He pauses. 

“There's only so much you can say, really, It just comes 
down to creative differences.” 


“IT'S A YEAR or two later. The flames have been put out. 
The wheatfields have grown back, You see a line of monks, 
wearing their cowls and habits, and they're working away, 
stripping the plants for the wheat. We move down the line and you 
see one face, and then another, and then you realise that one of the 
monks is naw Ripley. You just see this lean face that has been 
through all these things. And she has finally found her own sense 
af community through these men and thts tsolated place. She’ 
found her own sense of peace.” 


any aspects of ward's ‘Alien IIT survived in Alten’. 
The miner, prisoners on Fiorina ‘Fury’ 161 in 
Fincher’s film formed a kind of religious cult. There 
are references to the Alien as a “dragon”, echoing 
Ward's ‘devil’ concept. Ripley is impregnated and 
sacrifices herself ina fiery death. Ward was given a “story” 
credit on Fincher’s film; “I was surprised to get any credit!” he 
laughs now. While Reynolds sympathetically feels that Ward 
“saw a big opportunity slip by”, Ward didn’t appear too damaged 
by the experience. He fed his pay-off money into Map Of The 
Human Heart, which was a critical hit, and later proved he could 
handle a big studio picture with 1998's What Dreams May Come 
(into which he inserted some of the ‘upside-down cathedral’ 
imagery intended for ‘Alien III’). He’s even since developed 





two other films with Fox, and made one (2005's River Queen) 
with Fox's support. He is keen to stress that this “isn’t 
a sour-grapes story”, 

“There were no bad guys on ‘Alien III’,” insists Ward. “Just 
people with different agendas.” 

It’s ashame Fox got cold feet. The Wooden Planet concept is 
undeniably attractive — it would have been visually arresting at 
the very least, and could have made for some astonishing action 
sequences. One scene that was discussed would have involved 
the Alien hunting unwitting monks in the wooden world’s 
wheat fields — similar to the scene with the velociraptors in 
Spielberg's The Lost World: Jurasste Park, made five years later. 
Norman Reynolds remembers an early design idea for “a 
wooden library shaft, You looked at the books on this wooden 
platform that went up and down.” Imagine the kind of vertical 
jeopardy sequence that could have been staged here, the Alien 
clambering up these impossibly high bookshelves as desperate 
monks work the platform. 

Ward still has “a tremendous excitement” for Arceon. 

In the years since working on the Alien sequel, he’s even been 
approached by Michael London, now an independent producer, 
to use the concept for another movie. “He said to me, ‘I love 
that Alien story you wrote, and he kept coming back and 
suggesting other writers to work on it, see if that idea, or the 
parts of it that remained, could be made quite separately from 
the Alien movie.” 

Interestingly, some of the themes of Ward's ‘Alien ITT’ fed 
into his next film, a docudrama called Rain Of The Children, 
which tells the true story ofa Maori woman who grew up in an 
isolated cult. But he’s still, all these years later, entertaining the 
idea of one day bringing this strange, teak-clad ants’ nest world 
of technophobic monks to the big screen. “T still have the film in 
my head,” he says. “I can still see it really strongly.” Who knows? 
We may see it yet, @ 
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“ONE BY OME. 
THE ALIEN SUCKS 
THEM INTO THE 
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$< Eee ne .- Striking and do Joan Of Arc impressions, 
RS SESS SE eee eee eee ey ee ee ee eee: ee but also serves to render the rest of the 
asp ms as 9. a a eg pt cast, in contrast with the well-fleshed-out 
: SS abenpecaen ad ceee ees Serenees owe eReneeeeeeeeewwases monster food of the earlier films, totally 
eee is Kaw bo ARES Ree eee cee ee Sie ccees hese Paeeoe anonymous, so that by the time the 


or death-filled finale arrives it is impossible 


ne ae What few attempts at character 
=e. development there are — Charles 

Lie diet Dance as Clemens, a former inmate/now 
— prison colony doctor, gets one emotional 
----. speech to lull you into a false sense 
--... Of security before the thingy drops on 
rs his head — come off as unintentionally 
oe gigglesome. Even Weaver, who took the 
—- two-dimensional character from Alien 
ee and gave her real depth for Aliens, is 
awees just going over old ground with a new 
— haircut, being required by an idiotic 
gona? script not to tell anyone that she thinks 


“THE MOVIE 
NEVER REALLY nr she hauehabatael. 
RECOVERS FROM a sere “i vis 
I TS CL UJ MS V —_ oa it i's (aalhy dalled Allen Cubed — 
START.” 





wa oie to tell who is still alive and who has just 


— been killed. 





would probably not be so disappointing 
if it were ‘Alien 2’. After all, if it were 
judged alongside, say, RoboCop 2, 
wane Another 48 Hrs. or Beverly Hills Cop Il, 
—— it would seem no better nor worse 


eee ee eee saeee een i ce cazeies than most sequels. Its misfortune, 


Se ee eee ee aueeeeeeeeeee---s-e- however, is to be the follow-up not 
ee soli hagas aaa wie halal alee lel oe em only to Ridley Scott's Alien — one of the 
Hoare recat scassccs cere ccecewessecesccenscesseeuccss= most-imitated and fondly-remembered 
= Paka vcs mea a eo Ore SN ein a URLS Aka ee oe RR ee science-fiction films of all time — but 
—— ween ee eeeeeeeeeneeeeee--+++  alS0 to James Cameron's Aliens, that 
wc a a ar anc 6 ein ar rarer rare sequel that expands and improves 
Bienes eel eae eee eek easswase upon the original. 
iva eet Ad tee Cee adeeb ewe bSRSSESECEA To add to the problems, with 
(i. Dect ikrat ranean ronan cent awe naka Kans the raising of the stakes between 
ee Scene deeeneeenenbeGbnSeceenuattatesteacawecéeasens OHS! two fins and.comng aficr 
wi paths egal aia te a etait ig hata taal wane ween nee - eee ----------------- Cameron's all-out war with hundreds 
|  duievicaanawchindcinneabeO DERE Re KRbeTeiainiih >> SRancneecninaneseees of monsters, it is now difficult to get 
ere ae pe tatinie nda tianhhs caCRapaaaarDs Cole R-tor-i-1e Mo)" (al -B-jel-ieitclel|-Me)melal= 
SE onan Rann sand denen eee ae ens es lone dog-shaped Alien on the loose, 
0 ee ee hanatanidinarinaile Ste Shiekeeee ee -e----- €@Specially since the beast seems to 
== [ ee -- have come not from the finale of the 
ne en ee ae - last film but from some script conference 
— fi xara in the development hell that has 
bs epee THIS GENUINELY EAGERLY awaited retread been dogging this movie since Die 
inte unfortunately puts its foot wrong as soon as the credits start Hard 2’s Renny Harlin was going 
eer rolling, as some awkward exposition brings Ripley (Weaver) to direct it from a screenplay by 
\ as and a handy Alien egg to a prison planet populated by sci-fi novelist William Gibson three 
asia religious fanatics who think they're in Porridge, killing off years earlier. 
..... all the other left-over characters from Aliens in computer This movie's dire lack of subtlety 
Lisintaa read-out asides. is best illustrated, perhaps, when 
1 aoiahe Indeed, the movie, murkily directed through what looks we finally get to meet someone from 
ones like a bowl of oxtail soup by pop video whizz-kid David Fincher, the Head Office of that evil Company 
Lerwrwewm never really recovers from this clumsy start, busily hurrying that’s been casually wasting human life 
baie towards its absurd finale — which owes more than a little to for three films and incarnating all the 
Ly chat the ending of Terminator 2 — by having interchangeable rapacious monstrousness of corporate 
fatwa characters run around dark corridors on the lice-infested planet scumminess, only to find — surprise, 
f-------- while an unscary fish-eye lens monster chases after them. surprise — that he's Japanese. What 
= Meanwhile, the shaven-head theme allows Weaver to look a Clever twist. KIM NEWMAN 
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Ellen Ripley lies in dreamless hypersleep. Her pristine, 
hi-tech environment as silent as the grave. Then from 
somewhere deep in the gloom, the sonorous buzzing of an 
alarm. A bleating, nagging urgency that slowly drags the 
bleary-eyed Ripley from her slumber, then awkwardly, 
half-awake and half-dressed she stumbles to the source of the 
distress signal. Her phone. “Hi, Sigourney,” reverberates the 
executive trill all the way from homebase Los Angeles, “have 
[ got an offer for you.” “Huh?” returns Sigourney Weaver, 
blinking against the sharp light of her luxury New York 
apartment. “Is that you, Peter?” “Yup, sure is,” tantalises | 
Peter Chernin, honcho of 20th Century Fox, “and guess 
what, I've got this script. This great script. And, well, you 
remember that Ripley is dead? Well...” 
“Well, I laughed,” laughs Sigourney Weaver recalling 
the moment — give or take a bit of artistic licence — Fox 
first approached her with the idea of sci-fi's hardest femme 
returning for a fourth Alien movie. A, frankly, ludicrous 
prospect, given her recent swan song — a swan dive into 
a molten furnace while experiencing a familiar chest-bursting 
sensation in mid-air at the close of Alien*, which, one would 
assume, put paid to just such a suggestion. 
“He said, ‘You are going to be 
very surprised when we send you 
the script.’ ‘Gee,’ I said, ‘I hope so.’ 
I was pretty sceptical and then they 
didn’t send me the script for six months. 
50 I thought, “Well, that idea didn’t work 
out’ and I didn’t really give it any thought. 
Then when they actually showed me 
the script I was bowled over. Then it 
was pretty easy.” 
Easy? To bring Ripley back from 
the dead. Well, yes. If you really can 
get two identical ewes called Dolly, 
and dinosaur restoration on two 
movie occasions, then aresurrected 
Ripley in the far-flung future is hardly 
a great leap of the imagination. Except, 
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f? LEFT 

BALD. BEAUTIFUL 
AND BASHFUL: 
RIPLEY CLONE 
C) | 
LOVING CARE. 
/? BELOW 
WINONA RYDER 
AS CALL ON SET 
WITH DIRECTOR 
JEAN-PIERRE 
JEUNET. 

/? BELOW LEFT 
JOHNER (RON 
PERLMAN) AND 
DISTEPHANO 
(RAYMOND CRUZ) 
ARE ALL GUNS 
BLAZING. 


this isn’t exactly Ripley. This is 
Clone 8, reborn from samples of 
the original’s blood, that and some 
foreign DNA. Alien DNA. No, this 
isn't the same Ripley at all... 


twas a young Joss Whedon, 

areal bright-spark scriptwriter 

who had earned a decent 

rep doing tidy-up jobs on 

Speed, Waterworld and Toy 

Story, who came up with the idea. 

Fox, the mother studio, were dumbfounded that one of their 
favourite franchises had done the impossible and squandered A 
Sure Thing, scuppering Alien? amid a miasma of internal 
squabbling, misconception and a befuddled attempt to “do 
something different”. So they turned to the young scribe fora 
sequel without its lead. Meanwhile, elsewhere in the studio, 
someone was dallying with the franchise melding exercise of 
Alien Vs. Predator. Whedon, though, got it. He knew exactly 
what to do. Bring back Ripley. 

“The thing is, they bring me back but it goes wrong,” 
teases Weaver on the delicious moral implosion Whedon's 
excellent script presented her with: “Everyone thinks that 
if things get really bad, in the back of their mind, there is 
this idea that they can check-out permanently. But the fact 





is now they can bring you back, clone you 
or what-have-you. That sort of final 
liberty no longer exists and I was very 
curious to play someone who is brought 
back against her will.” 

Weaver knew the series had hit a dead 
end. She could only foresee endless 
episodes of Ripley awakening to big bug 
jeopardy in godforsaken grungy dungeon 
scenarios, The formula was tired.” 

“That’s one of the reasons I died,” 
she opines, “And if they were going to 
make a dumb Alien Vs, Predator then 
I didn’t want to be any part of it, So, 

I just set it free. Let other people discover 
what it is about.” 

But she hadn't counted on Whedon's 
script. Set 200 years after Alten’, on 
the vast space-craft Auriga headed in 
the specific direction of planet Earth, 

a cloning experiment comes to fruition. 
Ripley, Clone 8, is born again. Only she’s 
not too concerned with human life, she’s 
distinctly agile and her blood, well, 
sizzles. And she keeps having these 
flashbacks about being warrant officer 
Ripley in some past-life. Then arrives 

a band of nefarious space pirates. Cut to 
the chase: the sinister scientists were 
after the Alien DNA all along, the spiky 
ones are let loose, the gang of brigands 
enlists the undecided Ripley 8 to their 
cause (to stay alive) and the gloop really, 
really hits the fan. Tssssss.., 

“It was a very juicy set-up from the 
beginning,” sneaks the sheepish Weaver, 
unwilling to tread too close to the 
revelatory edge. “I think most people 
know I’m cloned and mistakes do 
happen. And then this bunch of brigands 
arrive with this unthinkable cargo. The 
situation is so incredibly juicy, I think it 
is the best one we've had. It’s so sinister 
at the beginning of the film, itll make 
your hair stand on end.” 

Once Whedon’s script was doing 
the agent circuit, things reallybegan > 
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A XENOMORPH 
LEAVES ITS MARK. 


to click. Winona Ryder signed up fast, purportedly a huge 
fan of the movies, also starting a flurry of Weaver replacement 


‘4? ABOVE rumours. Then Weaver finally committed, excited not only 
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by the seript’s devious spin but the studio’s evident enthusiasm 
for getting it right (“That was my big problem, I always felt 
there was a danger of not making it as good as it could be”) 
scuttling the scuttlebutt and setting the project on fast 

track, The only bug, so to speak, in the ointment was the 

lack of a director, Big problem, Cue lottery. 

“[ was so busy working that I didn’t really get involved in 
that. All 1 know is that the studio was determined to continue 
the Alten tradition of finding someone who has not done a lot 
of work necessarily, but was brilliant, young and would bring 
his or her own startling vision to the series.” 

Enter Danny Boyle. Brilliant, young, a vision as unique as 


LEFT they come. He liked the script. He met Weaver, But he was 







RIPLEY CLONE 8 
IS ON THE SLAB. 


nervous. The sheer scale of the movie daunted him and he feared 
his own brand of filmmaking would be engulfed in the huge budget 


and studio demands. He 
exited to A Life Less Ordinary, 
Alien Resurrection was 
postponed and the wheel was 
spun again. In quick 
succession a series of bright 
young things were reputed to 
have dallied over Whedon's 
sci-fi horror yarn: Paul 
Anderson, Anthony Waller, 
apparently even James 
Cameron took a gander at the 
possibility of areturn. And 
then David Cronenberg. 

“Oh really?” starts Weaver 
surprised at the name, before 
striking a diplomatic furrow on 
the Crash director's chance at 
the gig. “T don’t know ifhe was 
offered it. I think someone like 
David Cronenberg would do 
a great job, on the other hand 
the tradition is to go with 
someone who hasn't made 
any films (David Fincher), or 
one film (Ridley Scott), or two 


films (Cameron). There was a period 
when Fox considered a lot of people.” 

Then early in 1996, rumours 
leaked out of headquarters that 
a French director had been signed 
up. Apparently he could speak no 
English, but they'd given him an office 
and the chance of a lifetime. His name? 
Jean-Pierre Jeunet, one half (with 
Mare Caro) of the whimsical directing 
duo that gave the world the exatically 
nightmarish visions of Delicatessen 
and The City Of Lost Children. Which, 
if you think about it, is about an ideal 
vision for the Alien movies as there 
comes, By April the rumour was fact. 

“T was so delighted when they 
ended up with Jean-Pierre,” enthuses 
Weaver, “because his movies, 
Delicatessen particularly, were so 
claustrophobic. That style of humour 
and also he has this great love of actors. 
And it’s that kind of film where you need 
that, everyone ts close together in these 
cramped spaceships.” 

The shoot for Alien Resurrection 
began after a handful of false starts in 
November, 1996. And it was straight in 
at the deep end. Literally. Not to give 
too much away, the fourth instalment 
features, perhaps, its most terrifying 
sequence. An Alien battle underwater. 
The scene was filmed 36 feet down in a 
submerged kitchen — the demands upon 
the actors incredible — weeks filming in 
a tank with no respirators, no face masks 
and no coming up for air in case of panic 
— up was the ceiling. 

“You had to give a signal,” recalls 
Weaver of Jeunet’s gruelling opening 
salvo, “and wait fora safety diver to jam 
a respirator in your mouth and take you 
through the maze of the kitchen to get 
out, to get some air. You had to have an 
amazing amount of trust, For Winona 
and me it was especially tough. I was 
a wreck. I kept saying to myself Ripley's 
brave, Ripley’s brave. There is no 
Sigourney in that scene whatsoever.” 

Yet Weaver cites this as the easiest 
shoot of the four. She was physically fitter 
— thanks to a year’s worth of karate — 
she looks trimmer than ever before, 
here with raven trusses teeming over her 
shoulders (no more baldy thank you very 
much) and a sneer-smile that'll haunt 
you for weeks. Gone were the reshoot 
hellfire catastrophes of Fincher's Aliens, 
gone the gun-toting demands of 
Cameron's Aliens, gone the baptism by 
gore of Scott’s 1979 progenitor. There 
were still rumours of a Weaver-Jeunet 
fracas, but Weaver puts that down to one 
day when she was feeling unwell and 
the language barrier finally proved too 
strong to breach (“That was a tough day. > 
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I was just feeling under the weather. 

I didn’t do anything big. I just left the 
set for a minute, twice.”) Whatever the 
isolated testiness, the overwhelming 
feeling was one of harmony. A healthy 
flow of ideas from the veteran Ripley 
to the Gallic helmsman. 

“He trusted me completely and 
wasn't deterred by my ideas about 
the new Ripley.” 

And what were these new 
Ripley ideas? 

“Ha, when you come back from the 
dead,” sidesteps Weaver on the film’s 
inner mysteries, “you don’t take very 
much seriously — especially people 
trying to stay alive. She certainly isn’t 
concerned with saving people. She has 
been set free from what I would call 
human obligations.” 

Which in anybody's book is 
a something of a change of tack. 


n 1979, Ridley Scott was 

offered a stab at a horror movie, 

In space. The script by Dan 

O’Bannon, proffered an alien 

species whose outlook on life 
was, frankly, genocidal — using other 
denizens of the nearby universe as hosts 
in their life-cycle: facehuggers to 
chestbursters to the glans-headed 
bogeymen with acid blood and gloop- 
depositing habits. Which was all very well 
for Scott, but he also wanted a female 
lead. An unknown. The charge of saving 
humanity was thus handed to the 
30-year-old, five feet 11-inch Sigourney 
Weaver, fresh from a cameo in Annie Hall 
and a, now, long forgotten Israeli dud 
Madman, It was the making of two 
careers and the redefinition of sci-fi in 
the wake of the high-gloss, fairy-tale 
milieu of Star Wars. For the role of Ripley 
in Alien, Weaver was paid $30,000 
(she thought it was a king’s ransom), 
for Alien Resurrection she received 
$11 million. 

“What I loved 
about Ridley was 
that he was so ‘no 
bullshit’,” says Weaver, 
asked to contrast the 
working ways of 
the three remarkable 
directors who 
have come before. 
“They had Ripley 
in this — in fact it 
was the whole crew 
— in these pale 
blue suits with 
pink insignias * 
and when he came 
in and looked at 
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me he just shrieked: 
‘You look like Jackie 
Onassis in space!” 

As the anecdote goes 
Scott immediately trundled 
his actress down to 
wardrobe and a huge stock 
of old NASA suits they had 
imported for source. He 
rummaged and yanked out 
a dirty brown flight suit. 
The look is still there in her 
latest tanned leather gear. 

“There was something very direct about Ridley. 
He was such an incredibly visual director. I will never forget 
the designs he had Giger make. The return of Ripley came 

in 1986. With another young, vital director who had these 
big ideas about the nuclear family and nuclear weaponry. 
He was also another reputed dictator with a megaphone — 
James Cameron. 

“He had this real uphill battle,” recalls Weaver of the 
second film. “He was working with an English crew who 
worshipped Ridley and he was this punk kid from Canada 
whom they hadn't even seen coming in and acting like 
a great filmmaker (which he is). Jim kept trying to show 
them screenings of The Terminator so he could show them 
what he could do but they never bothered to come. Jim 
created a much more dramatic story and he pulled out all 





the stops for the action stuff.” 

Three. Cubed. Whatever... came 
in 1992, after the script shape-shifted 
from bar-coded monks on a wooden 
planet to a prison colony made up of 
bar-coded paedophiles and rapists 
and a mish-mash of junky ideas and 
undernourished plot. Ironically for 
the least seen of the films so far, it is 
the most talked over. Ruminations flew 
thick and fast on its disastrous arrival 
at the hands of the since exonerated 
(with Seven) David Fincher, 

“Fincher, of course, wanted to 
turn it all inside out,” muses Weaver. 
“T loved that about Fincher. He had 
such a hard time with the studio. He 
wanted to make a very "90s film, and 
it has a lot of it, in a way it is a very 
innocent optimistic film.” 

Although it is hard to swallow 
the notion ofa film where 90 per cent 
of the cast perish as “optimistic”, 
it is easy to admire Weaver's loyalty 
to the film, to this day she stands by it. 

“Domestically it wasn’t welcomed 
— ‘No guns? Ripley dies? Forget it,’ 
she tuts at her countrymen’s limited 
horizons. “But Asia got it, Europe got 
it, Many people over there seem to 
prefer it out of the three. I was 
disappointed that Fox didn’t support 
the picture. But I like the fact that 
what Jim Cameron built up, Fincher 
wanted to destroy. In fact, weall > 
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had dinner, Jim, Fincher and I in LA. 
And Fincher turned to Jim and said, ‘You 
know, I’ve killed Newt,’ Jim’s first 
reaction was, ‘How can you kill Newt?’ 
Then I think he understood. Why would 
we want David Fincher to doa Jim 
Cameron film?” 


hatever your opinion of the 
various Alien movies there is 
no escaping the depths to 
which they have been “read”. 
Aset of sci-fi movies about 
homicidal bugs in space? I don’t think so. 
No, for every spoonful of slime there is 

a ladleful of Freudian analysis to go with 
it. Most of it very silly. Does Weaver 
subscribe to any of it? 

“Such as?” she asks, 

Well, you can view the Alien creature 
with its smooth, dorrieu; elongated skull 
as rather phallic, 

“I think Giger would certainly say 
that,” she laughs. “I remember when 
I first saw the sketches when I got the 
part for Ridley, that was certainly what 
I thought: ‘This is a giant penis!’ But 
I wouldn't want to vouch for anything 
it is meant to represent.” 

No Freudian overtones ina 
psychotic knob chasing a free-thinking, 
self-sufficient female down dingy 
tunnels, then? 

“T certainly think that design-wise 
there has always been a huge sensual and 
sexual over-tone to the sets,” she 
concedes. “But I don’t know if that has 
anything to do with male versus female 
or any accentuation of that. I’ve always 
thought that the Alien was interested in 
things other than itself. 
There was a scene that 
Ridley and I wanted to do 





eT TTT where I was naked inside 


acloset and the Alien came 
over and instead of 
attacking me, it was trying 
to touch my skin because 
[ was so different from it. 
Why should you be afraid 
the Alien is going to eat 
you? I certainly think that 
what itis going to do with 
you is sexual.” 

There are rumours 
that Jeunet has upped 
the ante again on the 
kinky side — involving a 
more than passing 
encounter between 
Ripley Sand an Alien. 
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“T think they have cut out some of the kinkier stuff,” 
sniggers Weaver. “Maybe they'll put out a hardcore version. 
I would say it was sensual.” 

The other great sub-textual reading of the Alien saga 
is that of feminism. The young, determined, dependable 
female hero saving the day. Mother love kicks arse. Ripley 
the feminist icon. 

“I think they only call her that because she is a woman,” 
retorts the woman in question. “She doesn’t depend on other 
people to come through for her, she takes it on her own 
shoulders. I think that women are strong, I think that women 
are very capable mothers and have been through the centuries. 
Having to protect their homes and children. In the end the fact 
that it is called feminism is actually a chauvinist thing to say. 

I dislike the term feminist icon. I just hope she is a good 
character, an interesting person who happens to be a woman.” 


llen Ripley. [tis a testament to the strength 

of one character that not even death can do 

her down (although, expect a spate of 

Hollywood resurrection sub-plots to helpfully 

reinvent long gone heroes). It is finally evident, 
with the shelving of the dreaded Alien Vs. Predator script 
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(apparently Robert Rodriguez will 
take the Predator franchise on 
alone), that you can’t have an Alien 
movie without Ripley. A marriage 
made in hell, 

“| think the research said 
that,” Weaver concedes quietly and 
humbly, “I think they thought they 
could draw people with me. People 
actually wanted me to be init, 
certainly they didn’t have to put me 
in it like they did.” 

Could she envision a third sequel 
without Ripley? 

“I think it would be strange,” 
she agrees. “Especially if it was good. 
Alien Vs, Predator, that would have 
been fine. God bless you and goodbye. 
But ifit had been a Jean-Pierre 
Alien movie then... You know, I had 


already gone and there were interesting 


films that I wanted to make. I felt 
satisfied with what I had done, 
Having done this, I am very glad. 
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But it was weird, eerie almost, 
to be playing a character that 
I played 18 years ago. It is such 
an amazing opportunity for an 
actor to come back with the same 
character in a different story. It’s 
been a great gig.” 

And as Ellen Ripley has been 
reinvented, there’s been a little 
tampering with the nature of the 
beast. A third — or fourth if you 
count the Queen-variety of Alien. 
The mysterious New born. 

“Oh, they do it in a very ingenious 
way,’ Weaver says coyly. “The Alen 
has evolved in one area. This film is 

much more about the science involved. I wouldn't call it 
a new variety, but there is an Alien offspring.” 

Resurrection marks alot of departures from the 
Alten mythos as we know it. Technological advancements 
offering CGI Aliens (“I don’t think they're as good as 
having real bodies”). This is the first Alien movie not to 
be shot in the UK — it was shuttered away in top secret 
LA sound stages, although half the crew were French 
(“I love the fact that the film is international”). With 
Call, Winona Ryder’s character, for the first time Ripley 
has a major female co-star (“She is this determined 
but fragile creature, something we've never had in the 
Alien series”). And there is Jeunet’s cool, black humour. 
But, more than anything, it has reinvented the series 
for Sigourney Weaver. She has thoughts of directing 
a prequel, to go back to the original Alien planet. And 
for Ripley, well this new Ripley, there are all sorts 
of places she can go. 

“TL have to tell you,” asserts Weaver happily, “I really 
loved playing this version of Ripley. In a way, she is 
closer to me than before. So, I think there is more to 
be done. But, you know, I always think that each one is 
the last one.” 

Never say die, though. @ 
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ON THE EVE OF THE FILM’S RELEASE. 


EMPIRE SPOKE TO DIRECTOR JEAN-PIERRE JEUNET 


ABOUT HOW HE ENDED UP GETTING INVOLVED | 





IN ONE OF CINEMA’S MOST ICONIC FRANCHISES 


IMAGINE THE FANTASY life of Jean-Pierre Jeunet. You've made a bizarro 
film about cannibalism (called Delicatessen) with your mate Mare Caro, which pleased 
the critics; you've then subsequently gathered more accolades (but not exactly pulled 
moviegoers in by the busload) with the lush visual splendour of The City Of Lost 
Children, where you had the likes of a brain submerged in a fishtank, aman who 

steals dreams off children and nifty ‘n’ nasty insects roaming around, 


And there is this 20th Century Fox 
exec who'd loved the film — particularly 
the bugs — and who wanted to make 
some more cash with the trusted Alien 
franchise. Said exec needed to change 
the “spirit”, but had been dumped on by 
a number of top-flight directors. Imagine 
that life-changing moment when he told 
an assistant to get France on the phone. 
Could Jeunet ever have resisted the call? 

“T don’t think it’s possible, for 
a French guy like me, to refuse a film 
like Alten,” he says. “But I was worried 
about doing a huge Hollywood film; 
it was a big challenge for me.” 

How did you set about making it 
different to the legacy of Ridley Scott, 


James Cameron and David Fincher? 
“It’s different because Ripley is dead 
and it’s a resurrection. And I puta lot 
of humour in it, which I think is very 
new. My own universe is very close to 
the Alien universe. You know, started a 
long time ago in animation, with puppets, 
and, in fact, Aliens are big puppets.” 
Also, Jeunet insisted on using the 
director of photography he has always 
used, the same visual effects supervisor 
and first artistic director, but he also 
had to negotiate with A-list Hollywood 
stars, one of whom has carried this Alien 
beast for 18 years and has areputation 
for controlling things on set, 


“Sigourney is very creative, she has 
a lot of ideas. She knows Ripley better than 
anyone, She needs to have the attention 
on the set and sometimes she goes too 
far and you just have to rein her in. 
“As for Winona Ryder, she is amazing 
because I'll say, ‘The Alien is in front 
of you, but we have no Alien today,’ and 
she'll go, ‘T have a lot of imagination, no 
need to tell me.’ One take and she’s okay. 
But if you need 25 takes, she does them.” 
And after having his dreams of 
a bountiful Hollywood dispelled (“They 
try to save money so that you have to cut 
stuff, not because they don't like it but 
because it’s too expensive”), what does 
he imagine he'd want to do next? 
“[need todo a more personal film 
with more script than technique. Life 
is too short to just do big movies. I am 
not James Cameron. I have acouple 
of ideas but I have to work on them. 
[haven't had the time recently,” @ 
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“THE ALIENS 
HAVE NEVER 
BEEN SO 
GRACEFULLY 
DEFINED.” 
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WHEN FRENCH WHIZZ Jean-Pierre Jeunet signed 

up to direct a fourth Alien movie, there was clearly one 
overriding remit impressed upon him as he took pen in hand 

— “Whatever you do, don't make Alien?.” That he certainly 

has not done. Alien Resurrection, suitably gothic and biological, 
nests at the other end of the sci-fi-horror spectrum entirely, 
played broadly, accessibly and too often hamfistedly for 

a peculiar black humour. Gone is the portentous gloom and 
slow build. Gone too is the vice-like tension of Aliens and the 
bogeyman suspense of Alien. Instead we get the wild flourishes 
of ‘The City Of Lost Facehuggers’, ‘Delicatessen In Space’. 

So, very French. 

Joss Whedon's script, which feels heavily rejiqged, serves 
up a delicious premise: the reincarnation of Ripley spliced 
with a few Alien genes. So Sigourney Weaver gets to play 
it teasingly amoral, slithering out her “I died” one-liners with 
a genuine raptor's smile. The plot surrounding her comeback 
is much more direct than previous incarnations — a bunch 
of anarchic scientists grow their own Aliens from an illicit 
cargo of humans as delivered by a band of truculent brigands. 
Bad idea. Through an exotic powwow, the Aliens hatch 
an escape plan — acid blood works a treat — and start 
chowing down on the crew. The ship goes Mayday and 
heads for Earth. 

These elements established, Resurrection reverts to 
standard procedure — a scattering of survivors, in this case 
the pirate band plus the diffident Ripley, endeavour to escape 
the Alien peril by scampering through dingy corridors with 
flamethrowers. Which, as we know, also works a treat. 
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What hampers this surest of sure 
things is Jeunet's ridiculous largesse. 
When tension is required he delivers 
a gag. Where restrained mystery would 
turn the screws, he gives it to us straight. 
The Aliens, upfront from the beginning, 
are not the unthinking, killing machines 
we know and love, but idiot pet poodles 
with a fiercesome overbite. Characters, 
invitingly rangy, are dispatched with 
inconsistent stupidity while others 
suffer improbable personality changes: 
Ron Periman’s lascivious knucklehead 
Johner turning good guy, Winona 
Ryder’s squeaky Call making her 
“dark secret” abundantly apparent. 
Elsewhere, Jeunet cooks up some really 
gloopy perviness with Ripley, an Alien 
Queen and the pottiest birth scene in 
movie history. It's a consistent flaw 
throughout: terror replaced with gunge 
— this is easily the goriest (and at times, 
insensibly so) Alien movie. 

What rescues Resurrection from the 
margins of disaster is the sheer weight 
of the Alien mythology: the visuals, by 
seven's cinematographer Darius Khondi, 
are electrifying, adhering to the space- 
grunge atmos laid down by Ridley Scott, 
but adding to the low-lit, dry-iced 
claustrophobia with Jeunet’s trademark 
expressionism. An extraordinary 
underwater sequence, although artlessly 
contrived, takes the breath away. The 
Aliens, ephemerally, have never been 
so gracefully defined, with hissing, 
steaming close-ups and willowy CGI 
full-body shots turning H.R. Giger’s 
slavering extraterrestrials into things 
of terrible beauty. There is a thrusting, 
charged nature to the chase, never 
with Gameron's canon of adrenaline 
rushes, but with a brash, yucky violence 
that aims to shock rather than thrill. 
Once you've bought into Jeunet’s 
sicko-funky style, the middle hour offers 
some of the choicest Alien hijinkery of 
the series — a stunning topsy-turvy 
ladder shoot-out, Ripley's nonchalant 
brutality (and basketball skills), Brad 
Dourif eyeballing a captive Alien from 
behind acid-proof glass. 

And there is, of course, the fabulous 
Weaver. As with every film in the series 
she is the holding force, relishing Ripley/ 
Glone 8's molten amorality, turning the 
earnest, fulminating human into a vital, 
sexy, animalistic crossbreed with the 
ultimate identity crisis. 

So there is not the rank dejection 
of having witnessed the dismal Aliens, 
just a bewildering feeling that this 
should have been much more considered 
and that, perhaps, Danny Boyle was 
really the man for the job. 

IAN NATHAN 


ee | 


oe) 


a 


sss =- 


a= = & = 


Te ee 


-=-=<Ss=-. 


ae ee 


=-=-=| = &.« 


ee 


ee 


= = we 


ane = = = 


<= = = « 


=a Se 


aS a ee 


ce. 7 


et os . 


a i i eo 


=== = 


1s = = os 


a 


==. 


=—— = =o 


Te) 2S 


ee ee 


= ss - 


Saas = 


=.= === 


ee se 


<-°<| =. - 


=| ==. 


ee | 


== =s==++- 


se e6 


<= = = « 


= = = © 


75 


ON THE 3@TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE FIRST ALIEN, - 
SIGOURNEY WEAVER LOOKED BACK ON THE | 


COMPLETE JOURNEY THROUGH THE LIFE. ; 
DEATH AND RESURRECTION OF ELLEN RIPLEY 
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WHAT DO 
WE KNOW 
ABOUT 
WARRANT 
OFFICER 
ELLEN 
RIPLEY? 


She’s worked the deep space shipping 
lanes from Thedus to Earth on an ore 
hauler called Nostromo, Back then, she 
was young but no violet, not easy to like, a 
tough-minded, by-the-book type, good in 
a crisis. Which is lucky as she’s spent much 
of her life inone, She’s a mother. Or was, Of 
Amanda Ripley-McClaren, who died aged 
66 while her mother was sleeping. Those 
maternal instincts stuck with her. Ask 
Newt. But she died, too. Ripley’s good with 
guns, but none too keen on them. Then 
she died, And made a dramatic comeback. 
But she wasn’t quite the same, She’s gone 
shoulder-length, cropped, bald and 
luxuriantly haired. While the men in her 
life have been inconstant, turning out 
dead, deranged or artificial, she’s had this 


on-off relationship, a real love-hate thing, 


with a species of lethal and peculiarly 

¢lans-shaped extra-terrestrials. They've 

crossed time and space together. It could 

be destiny. And through every steam- 

clogged corridor and deathly secretion, 

she’s been played by Sigourney Weaver. 

“So this is about the Aliens?” she asks, 

an eyebrow arching. Time does not touch Weaver. She is still 
unmistakably Ripley — Yale-educated smart, infused with 
something enigmatic as if party to dark knowledge. 

Actually, it’s about Ripley. About you. 

“Oh, Ripley is much bigger than what I brought to it,” she 
returns, waving away the idea. “She is an iconic person. But I’m 
grateful to her. Who knows if I would even have had a career 
without her? I was able to do an Alien film every few years then 
go off and do my thing. Periodically have this huge blockbuster 
which would remind people in Japan who I was.” 

She's too modest, Weaver has been vital to the Alien movies: 
she centres them, grounds them, gives them a Ripley who feels 
real. And if Ripley feels real, the science-fiction that spews 
around her also holds firm. Weaver/Ripley gave the entire 
enterprise credibility. 

It could, of course, have been so different. Ripley began as 
a standard-fit male hero and Weaver, 29 at the time, initially 
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thought she was up for the role of screwy screamer Lambert. 
*“T just had a thought. What would you think if Ripley was a 
woman?” Ridley Scott asked a studio already discomfited by 
his peculiar vision for this sci-fi B-movie: all this weird biology 
and art, “She would be the last one you would think would 
survive — she’s beautiful.” 

Scott had this striking woman in mind: “I wanted a good 
physical type, preferably tall. With authority and brains.” 
Perhaps he's retrofitting, but it sure sounds like Weaver. 

Yet it took him forever to find her. Sets were built. Giger 
was scribbling hell’s own spawn over in Ztirich. The studio was 
growing exasperated — where was she? “I think they were 
probably thinking of replacing me at that point,” grins Scott. 

Then someone (no-one seems to remember who) suggested 
this girl they'd seen in an off-Broadway show for Lambert. Scott 
now makes the meeting sound like the first time Selznick glimpsed 
Vivien Leigh. “I met her and bang — there was Ripley. She was 6’ 2” 
in high heels, a giant, That was it.” Except it wasn’t. The studio, 
already reeling at a female lead, was now aghast at an unknown 
female lead. It forced the director to do a video test, Studio head 
Alan Ladd Jr gathered the females on his floor of Fox HQ and 
played them the tape. To a woman they raved, For a paltry 
$30,000, Weaver was in. “God, that was a while ago,” she laughs. 


How much of Ripley was in the original script? 

Actually, [hadn't liked the seript very much. [t was very spare, 
like a blueprint, and the rest of it was whatever we brought to it, 
But they were very crafty in how they cast the film — they 
wanted individuals, We created our own backstories, 


So what was Ripley's background? 

She came from a family of fliers, people in this business. 

A space family rather than an army family. | also based her on 

a friend who runs an environmental lobbying group. Nothing 
fazes her, and if it does you'd never know it. Ripley was pretty 
inexperienced, this was the biggest job she'd had, She was 
by-the-book because of the inexperience. In the course of the 
story, she has to go from earnest infant to full-on survival mode 
— like an animal. 


Was there much of you in there? 
Of course. Some. I was very inexperienced at the time. 


If you watch the film again, it’s clear that if they had 
followed Ripley's instincts everyone would be alive. 

She was right. But for a young person to say that over people like 
Dallas she couldn't be sure. That is what makes Ripley human. 
The reason I always loved playing her is that to me she is like all 
of us. She takes her job seriously because lives are at risk. She 
wants to believe there is an order to things. The series is about 
her coming to terms with the fact that there is no integrity, that 
it’s all about greed and people are expendable. Everything she 
thought about the world is turned upside-down. 


How much did Ridley give you? He has a reputation for not 
communicating much with the actors on set. 

[ was so callow, he kept telling me not to look in the camera, but 
it was right there — I was sort of learning on the run, I trusted 
Ridley, I trusted his eye for what was real and what was not. His 
concept of this world and these people was very graspable and 
immediate, He kinda had a tiger by the tail with all of us. But 
you always know where you stand with Ridley. 


Another Alien legend: Early tn the shool, Scott was gelling 
frustrated with his actors as they attempted a kitchen scene. In 
the middle ofa take, he suddenly lurched forward and grabbed 


Weaver's hand, growling, “I don’t want to 
give you the motivation to pick up your 
fucking teacup!” Weaver burst into tears 
and fled through corridors she would soon 
enough be fleeing through forever, Scott 
gave chase. Finally catching her, he 
apologised, “I’m so sorry, it's just I wanted 
fo say that to. John Hurt, but I didn’t feel 
feould,.” “That was sweet of him," recalls 

Weaver, “Otherwise I would have worried...” 


The legend goes he deliberately 
fostered tension among the cast 

so that it would feed into the crew 
of the Nostromo... 

I would say he was more generous than 
that — even in my screen test, he didn’t 
expect me to look at a potted plant and 
say, “It’s an alien!” He kept us thinking, 
put it that way. 


Do you remember seeing it for the 
first time? 

It must have been opening night with 
everybody else, First of all, you have to 
watch yourself, which is unpleasant. But 
with the added sound,,, that sound was 
so terrifying. I saw ita few years ago 
when they re-released it [for the 25th 
Anniversary]. God it really held up. It 
really viscerally put you in the room. 


Does it feel like 30 years have gone by? 
You know, it feels like ten minutes ago 
and 30 years ago, somehow. I'm happy — 
I've been busy for most of them. 


ipley of course, survived. She 
slept for 57 years, before 
being nudged from hyper- 
sleep bya salvage ship. Six 
years passed on earth, as 
weaver fostered a decent career on the 
back of this smash-hit science-fiction 
movie, this evil Star Wars. The last thing 
on her mind was that she would ever 
return to Ripley's interstellar strife. Yet, 
in LA, producers Waiter Hill and David 
Giler were interviewing this tyro director 
named James Cameron about a film 
project they had in mind. Instead, he 
pitched them a sequel to Alten, “This 
time it’s war,” he grinned. And Ripley 
was slap-bang in the middle of it. 

Weaver was in France, recently 
married. “I suddenly got this seript,” she 
laughs. “And this note to start shooting in 
three months. I had another film to do 
before [One Woman Or Two]. I read it 
— Ripley was on every page! You would 
have thought they would have let me 
know earlier. Tt was like an afterthought: 
“We better send this to Sigourney.” 

But she knew the script was good, 
Especially the way itexpanded Ripley's » 
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character: we learned her first name, Ellen; a backstory of 

a lost daughter; she became a mother figure to orphaned 

Newt: and found the strength to confront the Alien menace 
again, in the none-too-sturdy embrace of a regiment of Colonial 
Marines. “It was this amazing tour-de-force. I mean, Ripley is 
quite a small part in the first movie, she becomes significant 

as the story progresses. In this, the whole point of the story 

was how this kind of hardship flushes out who people are. 

It had so much depth.” 


Was it easy getting back into character? 

Yes, oddly easy. It was strange, I literally went from one film, 
four days later I was Ripley again. But I had made a few films 
by now, I had more confidence. I had learned not to look at 

the camera! I mean, this whole running idea of the Company 
fucking us over and Ripley getting sidelined and isolated by her 
experience, and the failure of everyone to believe her. To me it 
got very existential in a good way. She began doubting her own 
experience, J loved all that, it gave me alot of room, We even 
used my own mother’s photographs for the 3D picture in the 
film of Ripley's daughter. 


How much say did you get into the new script? 

Jim was open to any suggestions I had. The biggest danger was 
that people tend to write her badly, like an irritated gym 
teacher, Jim Cameron never made those mistakes. He was able 
to give her authority and still dluminate this woman who was so 
alone. But she was also a normal woman who would have liked 

a regular life. 


With it being another hit, were you open to further sequels? 
[ have always been uncomfortable with a series of movies. 

I hate that word ‘franchise’ — it always makes me think of 
French fries. What I felt each time was that we were going for 
broke, that this was going to be the last in the series. You can’t 
count on anything. At the end of each one I felt this is it, it ends 
here. | mean, I died in Alien". 


irst, though, she said no, enough already with these 
endless corridors, duplicitous androids and alien 
antics. “I didn’t want to be making Alien films all my 
life, as much as I loved them. I didn’t want to be part 
of a franchise.” Perhaps the confusion started there. 
What do you do without Ripley? She was, is, essential to the 
make-up of the films. Fox pressed, but Weaver held firm. So 
scripts were written without her— in cyberpunk author 
William Gibson’s version, Ripley was trapped in a coma and 
the plot follows Hicks and Newt. Renny Harlin was set to direct 
a script by David Twohy that cut her entirely. It didn’t work, 
and Harlin walked. Eventually, they arrived at a young Kiwi 
director called Vincent Ward with an exotic idea of monks in 
space, a wooden planet and infusing the franchise with religious 
fervour. But Fox still wanted Ripley back. She was always the 
way in for the audience. 

“It was kind of fascinating, this idea of an ancient world,” 
says Weaver, who had started to sway. “There was this one scene 
where an Alien grabs a monk from inside a toilet. That's 
everybody's nightmare.” 

Ward, though, hadn’t worked out what to do with Ripley. 
With Weaver interested, arguments began at Fox and Ward 
walked. “I wasn’t too displeased when Vincent disappeared,” 
she comments, Enter David Fincher and the nightmare truly 
began. “The problem was we didn’t have a script,” says Weaver 
honestly — she has become a past master at defending Aliens, 
“Fox wanted to keep the schedule, and it became this mad 
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scramble over the summer to get this 
script ready.” What they had was a remix 
of Ward's idea. Out went the monks, in 
came the prisoners of Fiorina ‘Fury’ 161, 
but they kept the religious dimension. 
Yet it wasn’t fully formed: the Alien took 
a back seat, while Newt and Hicks were 
dispensed with. It just became weird. 
Ripley even had sex. With a human. 

“My notion was that the third 
movie would be Ripley's acceptance 
of the notion of sacrifice,” claimed 
Fincher recently in a rare moment of 
candour (the director all but denies 
the film’s very existence). “She'd come 
from the periphery of the story, Anybody 
could be the commander as long as they 
stuck to their guns and had a moral 
compass. Then she found a maternal 
instinct. In the third she realises that 
it’s not her generation. She was going 
to galvanize the wretched into self- 
sacrifice for the future.” 

"T loved the choice of David Fincher,” 
Weaver asserts. “I wished [the studio] 
gave him more support. As soon as 
they hired him, they tried to stop him 
being Fincher, which was a mistake. 
[think they were in denial about what 
we were doing,” 


Was it hard to maintain a 
through-story for Ripley in that 
troubled context? 

No, that was my job. She had earned 

the right to a normal life, yet everything 
had been taken away from her. No-one 
believed her, and she was in such a bleak 
world. Again. 


Regardless of how people perceive it 
as an Alien movie, it’s a good Ripley 
movie. She goes to such a dark place. 
[Laughing| 1 remember saying to 
Fincher, “How do you see the character 
of Ripley?” He just chuckled and said, 
“Bald.” It was hard, there was hardly 

a day off, and the part did affect me — it 
is all about death. But LT also think he 
assembled a very compelling story and 
a terrifying world. 


Was it true you asked for Ripley to 
have no guns in this one? 

Yes, I felt we had gone as far as we could 
in the second one. I have always been 

a big proponent of gun control. Being 

so busy the year A/rens came about 

[ skipped over a lot of stage directions 
[while reading the script] — one of my 
bad habits as an actor. I didn’t realise how 
often I would have to shoot and bazooka 
the creatures. | also felt having so many 
Aliens denuded their power. We needed 
to recover some of the mystery and alarm 
with what the Alien intelligence was. 
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A CLOSE 
ENCOUNTER OF 
THE TERRIFYING 
KIND IN ALIEN? 
ff LEFT 
BACKSTAGE 
WEAVER GETS HER 
HAIR SHAVED OFF 
FOR HER ROLE 

IN ALIEN? 

ff BELOW 

WEAVER AS CLONE 
8: HALF ALIEN. 
HALF HUMAN 

IN ALIEN: 
RESURRECTION 





SIGOURNEY WEAVER 


Was it your idea to die? 

Oh, I had to kill her. I had no choice. It also seemed to me that 
in terms of the story that was the appropriate ending — giving 
birth to an Alien. And they were talking about that Alien Vs. 
Predator movie, No-one was more surprised than me to find 
out there would be a fourth one. 


Indeed, Fox were talking about this sickly commercial team-up 
of franchises; Alien Vs. Predator, Two for the price of one. 
Flicking through Variety, Weaver's stomach turned. How could 
they do that to Ripley? “We had a good thing going,” she moans. 
“T wanted to make sure we went out with the integrity intact... 

T have never seen these Alien Vs. Predator things.” She almost 
spits in disgust. “I think the Predator beats the Alien too, which 
really pisses me off.” So when the call came, strange as it must 
have been to resurrect the dead, she took it seriously. Anyway, 
the idea they pitched, based on a script by a young Joss Whedon, 
was a thrilling rethink on Ripley. Something Weaver could really 
run with as an actress —aclone. “T would only do it ifsomething 
has gone wrong with the cloning process,” explains Weaver, 

“so that J have Alien DNA in me and my loyalties are torn.” 
There was even a plan, abandoned in the creative whirlpool and 
rigorous cost-cutting that forever circled these movies, to give 
the Newborn, Ripley's strange offspring, a version of Weaver's 
face. [t would have marked the fulcrum of Ripley’s evolution. 
Ripley as Alien. 


That was quite a sea change for the character. 

It was appropriate to create a Ripley you couldn’t predict — you 
didn’t know which way she would go. Even she didn’t know. She 
had all this anarchy sizzling around inside of her. 


How much fun was it to play with something so amoral? 

[ enjoyed that. It was just fun to play a Ripley who didn't feel the 
need to save everyone. If questioned, she would save herself. 
Things had come full circle. 


In many ways, this movie demanded the most from you 
physically — even taking you underwater. 

I don't think they could have made it more terrifying for the 
actors. A bleakly dark room filled with the most hideously 
pointed objects and filled with water. You would have to take 
off your mask and swim for as long as you could. Then a diver 
would come and give you air, you couldn't surface. It was about 


six weeks of that. I remember telling my 
husband, “I don't think I can do this.” He 
said, “You can’t do it, but Ripley can.” 


Finally, another Alien legend: Clone 8, our 
weird other-Ripley throws a baskethall 
unsighted and straight through the hoop. 
What you see in the movie ts the real thing. 
Weaver simply threw the ball over her awn 
shoulder and into the net. Look at Ron 
Perlman’s reaction, he nearly kills the 
damn scene he grins so hard. “T had 
worked so hard, and then right as we were 
about to shoot, Jean-Pierre [Jeunet] said, 
‘You don’t have to do the shot, we can do 

a special effect.” Weaver turned to the 
French director, the last in the line of 
visionaries, and told him she was going 

to take the shot. Coursing Ripley, 
Alten-Ripley, through her veins, on the 
fourth take the ball glided into the net. 

A perfect shot. The trouble was, the 
filmmakers hadn't gat a perfect shot. 

The ball rises out and back into frame. 
Jeunet was disconsolate, “Everybody 

will think we faked it!” Weaver laughs 
remembering, “I simply replied, ‘They 

will not think we faked it, lam going to 
tell everybody I meet for the rest of my 

life about that shot...’ It was such a cool, 
Ripley thing to do,” 


don’t have any great need to 

pay Ripley again,” concludes 

Weaver with just a whisper 

of regret. “I’m satisfied with 

what we did and that we left it 
where we did.” Talk has arisen of anew 
adventure, a prequel. Something even 
cloning couldn’t shuffle Ripley into. 
God forbid, anyone comes up with 
time-tripping wormholes for the weary 
heroine to slip through. “I've always felt 
I was part of the group that should say 
‘no’ to protect the franchise. So I’ve 
resisted doing another.” 

Surely it’s a satisfactory place to have 
left her — crash-landed on a future Earth. 
Home at last. Weaver disagrees, “I didn't 
want to go to Earth at all, that felt like 
a mistake. The whole reason you go is to 
be transported to another world,” 

She’s partially right. The whole 
reason to go is to be transported there 
in the company of Ellen Ripley. 

Does she keep any mementos 
from all those desperate journeys in 
all those dark worlds? “Oh yes, I have 
the costumes,” she says. “You hold on 
to these things to remind you they 
happened. I even have a baby Alien.” 

She has a Chestburster? 

“Oh yes, ina drawer somewhere,” 
she laughs, that eyebrow arching again. 
“He's very sweet.” @ 
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IN 2664, TWO OF THE GALAXY’S MOST ICONIC BAD-ASSES. THE 


ALIEN AND THE PREDATOR. 


WERE UNLEASHED IN AN UNPOPULAR 


INTERGALACTIC SMACKDOWN RIGHT HERE ON EARTH. EMPIRE 
VENTURED TO THE SET TO ASK. 





WORDS 
WILL LAWRENCE 


ORIGINALLY 
PUBLISHED 


EMPIRE ISSUE 182 
NOVEMBER 2004 


t the heart of the labyrinth lies a monster; it’s an 
ancient yarn, but one that is at the forefront of 
Empire's mind as we navigate a sprawling maze of 
corridors weaving through a cavernous Prague 
warehouse. It is January 2004, and we're roaming 
the set of long-awaited monster mash AVP: Alien Vs, Predator, 
the self-explanatory set-to from writer-director Paul W. S. 
Anderson. We have already encountered a Predator — seven 
feet of space monster shrouded in rubber — but as our rambling 
journey leads us into a long room at the centre of the building, 
we witness something far more sinister. The walls are draped 
with storyboards, and in the very last sketch — what should 
prove the final frame of the film — lurks a true monstrosity, a 
genetic mutation so abominable it makes the Minotaur look like 
Dolly the sheep. 

“The Predator-Alien is a staple of the comic book,” pipes up 
a cheery Paul Anderson as he enters the room moments later, 
clearly unperturbed by our rubbish attempt at spying. “There 
are alot of people who have been waiting a long time to see one 
of those on screen.” Empire looks again at the piece of cross- 
species-splicing rendered on the canvas, and amid the writhing 
flesh and puddles of gore we can discern the reasoning behind 
Anderson's enthusiasm. For those who dine on the pulp victuals 
dished up by the Alien Vs. Predator comic book, published by 
Dark Horse, this creature is a truly tasty morsel, a diabolical 
delicacy that confirms the individuality of the apocalyptic joint 
venture. Those nurtured on the Alien and Predator cinematic 
incarnations, however, will no doubt find it far less appetising, 





“IS THIS REALLY A GOOD IDEA?” 


a hybrid bug in their sci-fi soup. 

“T recall someone describing this film 
to me as a poisoned chalice,” continues 
Anderson, his eyes wandering across the 
sketches. “The weight of expectation is so 
immense thatit’s almost impossible to 
live up to. ’'m almost bound to failin 
some ways.” Indeed, casting the two most 
iconic killing machines this side of a 
galaxy far, far away into a frothy broth of 
bloodshed and mayhem. all garnished 
with a sprinkling of innocent human, 
may be a recipe for commercial success, 
but the director must serve his offering to 
an especially diverse audience — and that 
brings its own dangers. 

The studio that owns the Alien and 
the Predator, 20th Century Fox, wants 
Anderson to repackage these cool killers 
for cinema's pre-pubescent patrons, those 
who ingest these famous franchises via 
comic books and PC pixels, while still 
harnessing older fans raised on a strictly 
celluloid diet. And while the Predator 
features in the latter’s fare as a piece of 
pure popcorn albeit one of the tastier 
kernels — the Alien franchise has a 
deeper heritage. When Ridley Scott ’ 
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salem sired his terrible progeny in 1979, his film proved an acrid, 

ee caustic antidote to the cheery optimism of Close Encounters 

—- and Star Wars. It redefined the sci-fi universe for filmmakers 

oe and, as such, commands respect. * 

mee “You know, everyone forgets Alien’, Alien Resurrection and 

— Predator 2,” counters Anderson, “so the immediate points of 

— reference are, “Your film’s not as good as Alrens.’ And with that, 

oe I'm bound to fail” He looks again at the genetic mutation on the 

ee storyboard. “You know, J’m not a weird genetic hybrid. Only if 

eo you could fuse Ridley Scott and James Cameron, and add in the 

aia facial hair of John McTiernan, only then, maybe — and with an 

eoebs $800 million budget — could you live up to what a lot of people 

satin expect AVF to be. 

— “If you come to this movie thinking it’s going to be aremake ieeeesew 
teexs of Aliens, you'll be very disappointed. And if you want to watch ia ewirels 
—- pumped-up guys with ’80s one-liners and heavy machine guns, = .....-.- 
or go see Predator again. Neither of them is this movie. Hopefully steanaww 
mT it’s got elements of both, but it’s built to please a younger =e 
iit. audience exposed to the video games and comic books.” oe 











LEX WOODS 
(SANAA LATHAN) 
STICKS IT TO 
A XENOMORPH, 
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bcd anert happy. i, thought, ‘Why are they doing Alten Vs, . Seaaaee HENRIKSEN) 
— | Predator’ she exclaims. We did some quite amazing -------- or 
pavass films, and now they’re just going to put it through the ... 
— gristmill to make money?” The queen of the Alten saga ———- 
——- is promoting her latest bout of bug- a 
siete heheh Giang Ree ei hating, Alien Resurrection. She defends peeurer= 
MAdasenaenesadnennsnesns the rebirthofhercharacterandher =  c..s.ee- | 













FACE OFF: 
A PREDATOR AND 
AN ALIEN GO 
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franchise, emphasising her desire to HEAD-TO-HEAD. 


Se ee “play the Antarctic side of Ripley”. ‘cncens 
in RR RIN Yet those three little words, which pitch aamameiom 
awa ienievetesevacenxivaaas her beloved Aliens into a smackdown w atataadntwe 
dace eeenase against ugly motherfunkers with natty <iaiepeiame 
sts Bali Sal alt ll ah hair, provoke an impassioned rebuke. mane eaae 
ihe Ce BSRASeRSadersdnces “Alien Vs. Predator!” she snorts. TT 


Oe Te eT ee Re Those three little words, so reviled —— 


EMPIRE CLASSICS 





i 


on 


== SSE = 


CULE eee. eae 


s.r rt 


see ee oo 


“te ee eh 





“| t-) f 7p et Levert Cte: 6 





by Weaver; first sprang from the mind of Chris Warner. 

One of the creative minds at Dark Horse, he oversaw the 
publication of the Aliens Vs. Predator comic in 1990, a hugely 
popular franchise that immediately sent Fox sniffing around 
a potential movie, picking up an unsolicited script from 

a British screenwriter. And when the production designers 
on Predator 2 mounted an Alien skull on the wall of the 
dreadlocked dude's rather snazzy lounge-bar cockpit, it 
seemed inevitable that these two intergalactic interlopers 
would finally meet on screen. 

That meeting, however, would not reach its celluloid climax 
for another 14 years, the project floundering amid incessant 
producer infighting. Alien producer David Giler fought 
passionately to keep his franchise’s individuality alive, and with 
the studio still willing to bankroll Weaver in Resurrection — in spite 
of its predecessor's tortured production cycle and poor domestic 
box office — the bad-ass vs bad-ass project looked doomed. 

As it happened, Alien Resurrection was doomed, making 
less than $48 million domestic. And, as the franchise faced 
imminent extinction, it took those three little words to drag 
it back from the edge. 


PAUL ANDERSON 


“Alien Vs. Predator has had 
a torturous history,” smiles Anderson. 
“Fox have had a script for it for ten years, 
ever since Peter Briggs did an adaptation 
of the comic book. And yet they didn’t 
make it; Aten was still an active franchise 
and the producers [David Giler and 

falter Hill on Alien, Joel Silver and John 
Davis on Predator] not seeing eye-to-eye 
was a stumbling block for a long time. 
I think a lot of them don’t actually get 
on. But by the time I was involved there 
was asense at the studio that they were 
dead franchises, The last two Alien 
movies and the last Predator movie were 
severe disappointments, financially.” 
A fact made even more galling for Fox 
by the success of their franchises on 
different platforms, the phenomenal 
sales of the AVP game, released 
in 1999, mirroring the commercial 
achievements of the comic book. 
Altens Vs. Predator was thriving; the 
time for a movie was nigh, 

According to the rumours, step 
forward Ridley Scott (Empire believes 
the phone call may have run like this: 
“Hello, Mr Ridley Scott. Interested in 
AVP? Hello, Mr Scott, hello...?). Step 
forward James Cameron... David Twohy 
.. Guillermo del Toro... ah, step forward 
Paul W.S. Anderson. 

“It started when I met John Davis,” 
explains the 39-year-old Englishman, 
“because | read a terrific script that 
turned out to be a not very good movie, 
Paycheck, and we talked about it. Nothing 
came of it, but he rang a week later and 
said, ‘Do you have any interest in AVP?’ 

I said, ‘Do I? I've only had an idea for it 
for about a decade!” While the likes of 
Scott and Cameron had bigger fish to 
fry, Anderson, a veteran of computer 
game adaptations — Mortal Kombat and 
Resident Evil — got the nod because his > 
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script did the near-impossible: it 
pleased both sets of producers, 

“You know what?” says Lance 
Henriksen, the first person Anderson 
recruited for AVP and, after Weaver, 
the only actor to have scrapped in 
a variety of Alien movies. “This film 
happened because Paul brought two 
impossible groups together: Walter 
Hill and David Giler, and Joel Silver. 
And for him to have done this, putting 
these two groups together and 
getting this script okayed, is a miracle 
in itself. These two groups have 
different agendas.” 

Not anymore. Now both groups are 
united in their hunger for AVP’s success 
— although Joel Silver is no longer 
credited — and are eager to see the Alien 
and Predator franchises emerge from 
their trip through the gristmill fully 
rejuvenated, primed to make money as 
a powerful pairing (female lead Sanaa 


Lathan ts already signed to an AVP 
sequel), and as a separate series, “AVP 
presents possibilities to re-energise 
both franchises,” confirms the director. 
“T set about making a stand-alone movie 
that didn’t contradict anything within 


the original franchises, but fed into them. 


And then left other filmmakers to go and 
make an Alien 5 or Predator 3. This is 
Alien Vs. Predator, and whoever wins, 
Rupert Murdoch wins!” And it seems 
whoever loses, Sigourney Weaver has 
already lost. 


nacold Prague night, talk 
of Weaver comes to an 
abrupt end. It is mid-January 
and the cast of AVP is tucking 
into baked lamb and eggplant 
in a Lebanese restaurant, discussing 
the merits of the first two Alien 
movies... Until, that is, someone's 
wife starts belly-dancing. 


“That’s Lance’s missus,” beams 
Colin Salmon, who plays AVP tough 
nut Max Stafford, “He’s brought his wife 
and his child, and within a week she’d 
found a location to practise her art. Here. 
She’s a world champion belly dancer!” 
As the room takes on the appearance of 
a world championship ogling contest, 
Salmon smiles. “I think Lance finds it 
very difficult.” 

Thus far, three months into the 
shoot, Lance Henriksen has found very 
little very difficult, hurling his 64-year- 
old frame around the innumerable sets 
with all the enthusiasm of a kid. It could 
have something to do with having a 
belly-dancing world champion for a wife. 
Empire is unsure; Paul Anderson doesn't 
care. He got Henriksen, and he got him 
within 15 minutes of their first discussion 
(although judging by much of this sci-fi 
stalwart’s STV output, Anderson could 
probably have got him in five). 
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A PREDATOR 
SHOWS A HUMAN 
WHO'S BOSS. 
aE 
GRAEME MILLER 
(EWEN BREMNER), 
SEBASTIAN DE 
ROSA (RAOUL 
BOVA) AND WOODS 
FIND A DEAD 
FACEHUGGER. 
4 
MENOMORPHS ON 
THE PROWL. 
BELDY 
PREDATOR 
MOTHERSHIP 
IN FLIGHT, 





“Lance was vital,” says Anderson. “AVP wouldn't have 
worked without him. His presence is a complete reference 
to Aliens and Alien*, 

His character, Charles Bishop Weyland, is the basis for 
the Bishop android in the future. He’s made his money in 
technology, and when his firm Weyland Yutani make the 
android 150 years later, they make it in the shape of the creator. 
So, kind of like Microsoft building a Bill Gates android in 
50 years.” Interesting thought but will Anderson's many 
homages to his predecessors really appease moviegoers, 
those who'd rather watch the acid-bleeding space insects 
and killer chameleons operating in their own universes? 

It’s such a difficult line to walk,” he offers, “because it's 
a really varied franchise. Some like the lock-and-load mentality 
of Altens, others the glacial, slow art-house horror of Alien. 
Those things don't mesh, and then you throw in Predator, which 
isan Arnie movie with brawny guys from B movies. To mesh 


that with Alten was fucking difficult.” So 
difficult, it kept the likes of Giler, Hill 

and Silver squabbling for years. And 

by writing a script — the one that Fox 
wanted — designed to stimulate the fickle 
minds of younger audiences, Anderson 
has created further problems for 
die-hard fans, He delivers a film that 
looks and moves just like a comic, zipping 
through at breakneck speed. 

“I was very influenced by the comic 
books,” he concedes, “because really they 
are Alien Vs. Predator. But if you look at 
Cameron’s Aliens, he made a different 
film from Alien — an action movie, And 
that’s what we've tried to do, evolve the 
franchise by bring a comic-book feel to it. 
[ think it’s one of the film’s strengths.” 

For the PG-13 audience that will no 
doubt prove correct, but in following the 
comic, Anderson leaves the final Predator 
— the last mandible standing, — as his 
leading fella, pairing him with a human 
survivor in a final face-off with an Alien 
Queen, a defiled mother sent into a 
roaring rampage of revenge by the loss of 
her offspring. And casting an eight-foot 
amphibian with a nice line in “anytime” 
opposite a slight human who speaks 
English is not easy. 

“The relationship between Scar — 
the lead Predator — and Lex was part of 
the movie we did worry about,” Anderson 
notes. “Because in a comic book you can 
have thought bubbles, which allow a 
relationship between two species that 
can’t communicate.” 

Anderson, by his own admission, 
struggled with the lack of dialogue 
between Kurt Russell and Jason Scott Lee 
in Soldier, and anyone who saw Enemy 
Mine, a master class in what not todo 
when presenting human-alien bonding, 
will know the problem: unless you're 
Spielberg, it looks rubbish. “I didn’t make 
this movie for critics,” counters Anderson, 
“and while it is a PG-13, it’s not bloodless. 
The censors have been incredibly lenient 
with us.” No doubt comic and gaming 
fans will also be incredible lenient with 
him, but those who cherish Alien, Aliens 
and Predator may not be so kind. While 
there is a monstrosity at the heart of this 
labyrinth, the genetic hybrid that's set to 
dominate the second act of the series, it 
will definitely divide opinion. And when 
fans of old and new kick off, you can be 
sure this time, it really is war. @ 
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ee outgunned and outmuscled by a mostly a ieees 
a unseen supernatural foe, or chewing =. 
cad ala sa fetal tia tintia a lintintinigtintitin pn dl gMtehatinhiahgtininten th wel cahaip hal iae aentigeende fingernails for Ripley as her destiny wate 
pd 6840s eters see a ee eee ee eee ee eee eeaeesss. bECAME agonisingly entwined with that waeeai 
hanya malah eebinia ss % <4 09804 Che 8t eeeenessenesnsen Veweds~eNe Ta @arar reel eey ofher nightmarish nemeses. Plus, = = == -..... 
a cami those films offered a group dynamic —— 





SHELL CEL SESS SSSSSSSTISSSISESI IST SSSSS SSS CC t—‘(‘i‘“ ir which amped the suspense as the en 

Se eee ||| ||| || ne, extraterrestrial stalkers picked their = -..... 

Wild UA ee preyoffonebyone, 2 nnn ne, 

ig a acl ee ||| |||| a But Anderson is a director in 

— a perpetual state of rush, so blindly ane 

eve keen to shove his audience into the front = = —___-. 

.....  rowofthis intergalactic royalrumblethat = = —..-.. 

weer he’s forgotten the dramatic importance <aeeet 

—* of building anticipation — and along the —e 

keka’ way denied us the small luxury of any oniinki 

— characters. Sanaa Lathan’s plucky — 
— guide is nothing more than a shrug- paskgost 

ss worthy Ripley-lite, Lance Henriksen’s — 

we Company-man Weyland only serves as a 


+5353 an overstretched plot-umbilical to the aes 
other Aliens, and poorEwenBremner's ~~ ...... 
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| “A MORASS OF = 
aah | r -—" ff = > #4]  @iRAse. stumbly science-bod is a mere patsy hateetias 
sliding walls, trapdoors and shifting = =  —~.... 

MIS-FRAMING.”’ 
| . 

seems PIBTIOIINIIIBS. = re i 
Powe eadesed acceusseeneasweesdbetetesensseaeesstEeseeseeueeuwens watch one Predator dismissively de-face — 
(niiue ceguepestaccerassnaseesrsesteessssassasarernepce pedesigese screeching version of Jurassic Park's = == ___... 


CLUMSY CUTS iéde< forastringofsickjokes. se, 
) | | ro It's tempting tosee Anderson's —s....... 
blocks — asanattempttodistractus = = ...... 
whhgabreid signees pg n0cad4e4onueandsend6dd4dedeeednnsinngsshss eee So, what of the xeno-smackdown, “ee 
LES PAAALA AAA ADORE ALORA SLOSS ALAA AOS 0 oe ee eee eee eeeeeue---.. One of his toothy enemies with a single 
(Sep PLER EEE EeeEnsccindcndebentetbhesssseneee3Se05523500b500050862 T-Rex set loose on the Antarctic surface 


oe: § (ip) —egee |i ae choice of setting —agargantuan, Indiana ss €_-- 
‘a N [) B LJ [) [) 3 re 4 Jones-style box of tricks, complete with nbins 
from the dearth of humanity, Eitherthat, = 8 ...... 
anes or proof he's just played too many oeusenl 
Vepeptaeahececeeeceonesacasasa beat sbeaaenaneness hes pabesesearen then? Well, even that’s something of a — 
54 65655666 ncennncadewewennwaerar ry x<eNeeaRWaNwene eet erErersere: disappointment. It's certainly a treat to a aitide 
rin sata dpinds nach ivink dias S O65 bets S Cok Mirman SSSEG SR SOE REESE. claw swipe in one scene, while the rm 
renarrated Mn UL Sa we eee eee eeeeeeeeees----------- portrayal of the Alien Queen asa gtd 
GRRE SEES ECEKECERéEEodae er dedra dd stakes seeedsarseeererrrereserees briefly pinches the adrenal glands. a 
But, pressured to deliver a kid-friendly — 


FEW FRANCHISES BOAST taglines so indicative rating, the director reduces hisclash == ©... 
as those of the Alien saga. Ridley Scott's chilling first instalment sequences toamorass ofclumsy cuts = -...., 
intoned, “In space, no-one can hear you scream” — surely and juddery mis-framing; you're pushed Tr 

the most alluring horror tag ever — while James Cameron's so close to the action, it’s hard to see a apent 
action-classic sequel offered the no-mess, gravelly barkof “This owhat'sgoingon, 2 2 2 cen, 
time it’s war.” Then Fincher’s grim, part three mis-step delivered It's obvious Anderson has great love er 
the brutal cough of “The bitch is back", with Jeunet's sloppy for the franchises he's cross-breeding, seemes 


Resurrection apologetically muttering, “Witness the resurrection." andhepeppersthemoviewithlitle = |  ._... 
Consider, then, the strap for Paul W.S. Anderson's kinda-prequel: = in-jokes and knowing winks. But watching -—-.... 


“Whoever wins — we lose.” Yes, you guessed it, the “we” here him reference the likes of Scott, Cameron ss =... 
refers to the audience. Or, at least, an audience which doesn’t and McTiernanis like watchinga wan, 
consist of freshly pubescent boys. loud-mouth kid trying to joininwiththe = = ___... 
Naturally, for those of us channelling the mindset of a grown-ups: initially entertaining, then = _-.... 
pubescent boy, there is a twinge of thrill at the prospect of embarrassing, and finally just plain —— 
seeing the rastaphibian hunters of the Predator movies getting annoying. Unless, of course, you're a — 
scrap-happy with H R Giger's acid-drooling xenomorphs. And loud-mouth kid yourself.DANJOLIN = ...... 


Anderson's been smart enough to keep the cool species-pairing ee 
concept first suggested by the Alien Vs. Predator comic book: VERDICT “* Fansbeware— your -—.... 


Predators breed Aliens in order to hunt them, then some fave two sci-fifranchiseshave been =  —.... 
unwitting humans get stuck in the middle. Neat. stripped of all their guile and maturity. = = = -..... 
Problem is, the originals were savvy enough to make It may offer the occasional treat, but ind 
sure their human element was something we could AVP; Alien Vs, Predator is sadly devoid — 
latch onto, whether it was watching an Arnie-at-his-peak ofanyrealthrils, £220 2 sn, 
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have heard Ridley Scott sayin 
interviews that with Alien he took 
an A-movie approach to a B-movie 
monster film. Our take on this 
movie is to get back to the gritty, 
horror roots of Alen and the classic 
mission-movie aspects of Predator.” So 
says Greg Strause, co-writer-director 
(with brother Colin) of Aliens Vs. Predator: 
Requiem, the, it must be said, less-than- 
eagerly awaited sequel to 2004's Alien Vs. 
Predator. That prequel,sequel/spin-off,/ 
video-game adaptation contrived, in its 
- unconscionable silliness, to soil the legacy 
= of two iconic movie monsters at once, 
In light of that singular achievement, 
= one might fancy a whiff of hubris in 
- Strause’s invocation of Ridley Scott and 
his unalloyed 1979 masterpiece. What 
can AVP2 possibly offer other than 
= a further instalment of the AVP debacle, 
- which featured the titular terrors getting 
their freak on ina pre-Aztec pyramid 
underneath the South Pole (you heard) 
as part of a Predator rights-of-passage 
thrill-kill ritual while the D-list likes 
of Lance Henriksen (veteran of Aliens 
= . = and Alien*) got caught in the crossfire? 
‘ 7.764 3s a Well, if Strause is to be believed, quite 
= . = a alot actually. 
First of all, the Strause brothers’ 
. interspecies bust-up very sensibly 
jettisons the Rider Haggard-meets- 
The-Crystal-Maze trappings of AVP 
for present-day small-town USA. It alsa 
enlists the services of original The Texas 
z —— Chain Saw Massacre cinematographer 
= Daniel Pearl and — even more sensibly 





| eal 


— ramps up the chest-bursting, 
acid-blood-spurting carnage. 

. | “Yeah,” grins Strause, “people aren't 
going to be expecting what they're going 
And he has the official sanction 
to back that up. “Tom Rothman [20th 
Century Fox co-chairman] announced 


ah 


to see. 


; | . = in an interview recently that this is going 
rs rs 7 . _=* 3 a 
. — = | * to be an R-rated hardcore horror movie. 


I think that’s really going to set it apart 
from the first one [which was a wussy 

oe a — a EMPIRE ISSUE 222° PG-13]. Daniel is bringing an incredible 
es ~. DECEMBER 2007 look and style to the film, and we have 


plenty more surprises up our sleeve.” 
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fcourse, afew weeks into principal photography, SE ee eS ee ee 

when Empire speaks toStrause &coonlocationin = ...-....--------------- aa ee ee 

Canada, no one isatlibertytodivulge whatthose -§ -.........--..---.-.-.--.+...------------- patna aaa aad nivale hes laincintnint atl ata abatitn'n sate 

surprises might be. All concerned — Strause in 

particular — is playing it very close to the vest. 
*“T really can’t comment on that” becomes something of 
a mantra for Strause when pressed for details of any kind. 
What can be gleaned is that the action takes place in an 
anonymous Colorado town that — for reasons connected or 
otherwise to the revelation in AVP that Predators are breeding 
Aliens to hunt — has become overrun with the acid-slobbering, 
insectoid killing machines. And, in time-honoured fashion, 
the local residents must band together to survive. Whether or 
not a Predator enters the fray to rid the town of its deadly 
infestation is open to question. 

Certainly nobody here, freezing 
their metaphorical nuts off in adrab 
Vancouver mini-mall that’s flooded with 
artificial rain, is giving the game away. 
“Sorry, I can’t really comment on that,” 
mutters Strause for the nth time when 
asked if he can confirm rumours of a 
Predator-Alien hybrid — despite the fact 
that we glimpsed the ‘Predalien’ at AVP'’s 
end. “I wouldn't bet on it,” he says with 
unusual candour when quizzed on the 
possibility of a Sigourney Weaver cameo. 
Steven Pasquale (Rescue Me, Six 

Feet Under) is rather more forthcoming. 
“I guess I play the reluctant hero,” he 

















says. “Dallas Howard; he’s this ex-con 
returning to his hometown to keep an eye 
on his baby brother when all hell breaks 
loose. He’s only been home a few hours 
when the craziness ensues. By the time 
we get to the action, our gang is looking 
to him for some leadership. But it’s all 
about getting out alive; he's pretty 
self-motivated.” 

Okay, so far, so formula. The cast 
is rounded out by Reiko Aylesworth 
(24, The West Wing) as the mother of 
six-year-old daughter Molly (played by 
Ariel Gade); John Ortiz (Miami Vice) as 
the beleaguered local sheriff; and Johnny 
Lewis (The O.C.) as Dallas’ wayward kid 
brother. It’s not exactly a Fellini-esque 
ensemble of characters and, despite 
the solid talent, there is a notable lack of 
even Lance Henriksen-calibre names, 

Strause denies that the low 
star-wattage reflects the film’s slender 
budget. “We wanted to go with very good 
actors. If you look at our cast, a lot of 
them have strong theatre backgrounds; 
the entire cast is made up of very strong 
actors. And opposite them are two of the 
greatest monsters in cinema history, so 
we're pretty happy about the entire cast.” 

And judging by 24-year-old Lewis’ 
reaction at least, the cast themselves 
seem pretty happy too. “The Alten and 
Predator movies were so fuckin’ cool,” 
he enthuses. “There’s a part of you that 
takes your craft very seriously, you study 
all the great filmmakers, the great actors. 
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Andthenthere’sapartofyouthatjust = ~~ ...-- 
wantstokillshit, =  — cs... 
“Thisisamoviethattrulydemands = ..-.. 

good acting,” he continues, “but at the = 

same time it’s Alien Vs. Predator2.The  ...-.- 
intentisawesomeness—notsomedeep — ----- 
existentialist statement aboutthehuman ~— ..-.-.- 
condition.” These could quite possiblybe = _.--- 

the wisest wordsspokenonamovieset ~~ ....- 

since Steven Spielberg said to Harrison ae 

Ford, “Okay, when the boulder starts wilds 

rolling, run like fuck!” _ 
“We'reallgoingtobeupstaged” = = = ..... 

laughs Pasquale.“ButI cameinwith = ....- 
thatexpectation.Andit’sfun.Itsnmot = ...-. 

allCGI —we'reactingwithalotof‘live = «..-- 

Aliens and Predators, which really helps ve 

a performance. Like tonight,we'reinicy = = ----. 
rainsoit’shardtoactanythingotherthan — ..... 

cold. Itfeels real,the waytheylightthe = ~~... 

creatures andthe way theyslimethemup. — ..... 
It'sathrowbacktomychildhoodwhen ~...-.- 
Ipoopedmypants-atthesecondAlien = wanna 

movie.” Literally?“Literally” = = 8 = 222. 

“T did think about it long and hard — 

before Isignedon,’saysashivering = ~~ .«.--. 
Aylesworth, edgingclosertoaspace =  .«...- 

heater afterrepeatedtakesintherain. = ~~ ..-.. 
“Iwantedtomakesureitwasagood | ....- 

script before I committed. And as soon waste 

asl readitI wentafterit.IIdon’twant = = — ....- 
togettooheavybecauseit’sjustfun, =  -.--. 

butI thinkthebestsci-fimoviesare == ~ ....- 
metaphorsforsomething.Thismovie = = «.«..«. 

hasallthe fun popeornelements,butit == -.... 
alsohasadeeper metaphor.” Whichis? — ....- 

“Tean’t tell youthat!”(Hmm,thealien = ..... 

invaders are Al Qaeda/Iraq/Katrina? ~~ ..... 

Time will tell). oe 

s far as the real stars of the show go, their credentials <aPeP 
are impeccable. Amalgamated Dynamicsishandling — -.... 
IT’S TIME FOR all the non-CG creature effects. The company yoaen 
YOUR CHECK-UP. comprises Tom Woodruff and Alec Gillis, who vba 
have been performingasthe Aliensince James = —_—...--- 

















PUTTING A NEW SPIN Cameron's Aliens in 1986. _—— 
ON "CAR TROUBLE’. “Tom helped sculpt the Alien suit for Aliens,” says Strause. ere 

“These guys have been involved with these creaturesforavery = —_----- 
A PREDATOR AND AN long time; they’re experts.” Most ofthe specialeffectswill = = ~—= -.-.. 





= ALIEN DO BATTLE. be state-of-the-art man-in-a-suit ratherthanCGl,adefinite = =  —---- 

al plus for purists. “Colinand come fromavisualeffects § | = -...- 
a i -¢ KELLY (REIKO background,” says Strause.“Weownacompanythatdoes = ~~... 
7 ie AYLESWORTH) AND CGI [Hydraulx], but to get back to horror roots, nothing beats aude 

| a, ra F, MOLLY (ARIEL GADE) doing stuff in-camera. We're making everyefforttodoallthe = = —_~..-. 


MAKE A RUN FOR IT. effectsin-camerawhere possible” 4 Je... 

All told, despite the stoic tight-lippervandthefactthat = = -.... 
ee the only glimpse of an Alien or a Predator Empire ts afforded sande 
eeveseseae- is of Tom Woodruff wearing a slimeless and, hence, sbi 
ee . unconvincing Alienhead,AVP2couldwellbeatidylittle = | = -...- 
pees ewer creature-feature drawn along classically simple lines with — 
$3tade vere two of fantasy-horror cinema’s most enduring icons doing what siten 
pipe iia’ they do best: killing shit, to borrow Johnny Lewis’ eloquent stat sha 


ecccetweern phrase. Plus the added bonus of bathfuls of gore. seees 
jab eerwaete “lll refer you to Tom Rothman’s use of the word ee 
Se ‘hardcore’,” says Strause. @ seed 


EMPIRE _ CLASSICS 


- ———— — 
i mee bet | Oo 
SS -__= 7 


éf ABOVE 

SHOWER SCREAMS: 
IF ONLY THE 
WHOLE FILM WERE 
THIS GOOD. 








ED) EMPIRE _ CLASSICS 


te Se 











SSS SS SSS SSeS st SSP SSeSseSseSeSeSSSSSSSPSeeeseseeseeeeseesese = 














<a ee Se ST SST ST SS SST SSS SS SSBB FSS SFT ZC SF SSB Ss Ss sss se ses ses SE SSBB STS RSS SERS SSS 


SG GG EERE EEEBEKAKBEEEEREEBBESBAESEASESESDSESCSCSSSSSSSES A SSE 


THE ORIGINAL 
EMPIRE REVIEW 


SPSBSB SB eSSSSESSSSSsSSsSsSsSsSSsPSP SSS sSFssssses st sss sP ss ee = & 


* 





“EMPHASISES cacee 
SPLATTER AND 


SWEARING OVER 


ce &-—s & & = = = * 


iatanaa SS = S&S @ 


se See See = = 


ee 


ee. ff ee ee 


ic 
’» 






SUSPENSEFUL 
SLOW-BURN.” 


KKK WH 





== = ss = = = = 





SHEFF CSCSS SSFP PSS ASSSERERERHRRREHEHRERBAADAEAEAA ARES BSeSESeSCR Ree See ES @ 


es. rt fo. tf fee rt te, Pr tt te? td) eect ot at at ce ateaécrehcatceectcTtcTtakitststkitttktit.ttt.thU6!h©ThThLP Ue Pe Pe ehgEeeeec?ee cP hee 


ae SSS SSSSSSSESESSSSSSSSSSSSS SSS SSPAs SSP ses SP ss SP A Sst Sst st KA HCKRKRHSH LES BS BS 


i= = = 


Se 








— 


. . . fo 


ae 


_ vd = - be rr. . 
| prin F — — 
~, m 4A 
ry | 4 . 7 ie - 


—— 


Saas = 


ee 


i= = = 


oa = = = 


é 


ee 


it & & & 


sss =6 


ee 





a2 = = = 


<_< = 


ef 


“ss << 





= = = 


sac = = 


2 = = 


sss == = 








AS ANYONE WHO’S suffered through the horror of Police 
Academy: Mission To Moscow knows, it’s not uncommon for 
movie franchises to lurch downhill, But the Alien — and to 

a lesser extent, the Predator — franchise has really pulled off 

a trick. From the majesty of Ridley Scott and James Cameron's 
episodes, each entry has been almost exponentially worse 

than the last, to the point where this witless, joyless, pointless 
mash-up makes its predecessor, Paul W.S. Anderson's Alien 

Vs. Predator, look Oscar-worthy. And that's not so much lurching 
downhill as it is plummeting off a cliff, 

Anyone who watched Cameron's Aliens might feel that there 
is a terrifying movie to be made about what happens in-between 
the first Facehugger attack and where aliens overrun the town, but 
AVP-:F isn't it. Instead, we get ‘Hollyoaks vs Predator’, as a group 
of annoying, one-dimensional teens spend almost as much time 
moping about love and, ludicrously, lost keys as they do getting 
their heads punched through by snapping xenomorph jaws. 

Directors The Brothers Strause — Colin and Greg — 
apparently got the gig, their first, because they're such huge 
Alien and Predator fanboys. AVP:R would indicate that they're 
fanboys of the Ain't It Coo/ talkback variety, quileless goons 
crowbarring in lame references while emphasising splatter 
and swearing over the suspenseful slow-burn. 

Of course, both Alien and Predator were stalk 'n' slash 
pictures disguised as sci-fi movies, but AVP:A comes on like 
a Friday The 13th sequel, where the emphasis is placed squarely 
on spectacular kills, including a nasty and distasteful sequence 
set in a maternity ward that may just be the nadir of both 
franchises to date. 

Apart from a frustratingly brief glimpse of the Predator 
homeworld and one cool AVP face-off in a sewer, the creatures 
remain resoundingly undeveloped. In fact, this Predator is so 
astoundingly stupid — it covers up all traces of aliens with 
a bright Blue liquid that disintegrates everything, yet never uses 
it as a weapon, then draws attention to itself by skinning 
humans — that it seems there might be a purpose after all for the 
highfalutin title. And it's that this film is a requiem after all, one for 
two once-great movie monsters, now defanged, neutered and 
buried by a couple of hacks named Colin and Greg. CHRIS HEWITT 


VERDICT + An early but strong contender for the worst 
movie of 2008. 
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ON THE FUTURE OF 


THE FRANCHISE 


WRITING IN THE New Yorker in 2006, film critic 
Anthony Lane described Stephen Frears’ film The Queen 
as a “clash of wills between Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II and 
the Right Honourable Tony Blair MP, Prime Minister in Her 
Majesty's Government, Or, if you prefer, Alien Vs. Predator.” 

[t's a good zinger but it also summed up the critical state 
of play of the Alten Vs. Predator franchise after the first film 
arrived in 2004: a footnote, the butt of a joke, something 
throwaway. Empire's two-star review was Just the steel 
toe-capped tip of the critical kicking. Not screened in advance 
for the press (never a good sign), Paul W.S. Anderson’s movie 
continued his run of poorly received flicks, Mick LaSalle, in 
the San Francisco Chronicle, wrote, “Take a wretched premise. 
Imagine the worst picture that could be made from tt. Then 
imagine something even worse. That's Alien Vs. Predator.” 
David Edelstein at S/aée, ina piece entitled ‘Aliens Vs. Predator 
Vs. Boredom’, said, “The first 45 minutes or so is stupefying — 
Hat, disjointed, missing all human connective Hssue”, while 
Variety described it as, “The thing-a-ma-jigs have it out with the 
whatcha-ma-call-its.,. [it’s] the kind of two-for-one dogfight that 
usually does more to bury a franchise than revive it.” Rotten 
Tomatoes currently has it ata rating of 20% (or one star) based 
on 144 reviews. In space, no-one can hear studios scream. 

Astonishingly, 2007's Alien Vs. Predator: Requiem fared 
even worse, earning an 1] per centrating on RT trom 70 critics. 
The AV Club's Scott Tobias dubbed it a “tasteless, witless, 
mindless perfunctory bloodbath that has the discourtesy to 
take itself seriously,” The Hollywood Reporter reported it was 
a “dull actioner that looks like a bad video game.” [twas also 








nominated for two Golden Raspberry 
awards in the categories Worst Excuse 
For A Horror Movie and Worst 


Prequel Or Sequel (it lost respectively 

to] Know Who Killed Me and Daddy Day § 
Camp, two franchises that sadly never 
icross-pollinated into J. Know Who 


Killed Daddy). 

And yet, the films themselves 
survived the critical mauling. Alien 
Vs. Predator grossed $173 million at 
the worldwide box office, making it 
the third highest-grossing film in the 
Alien series, Requiem did a less 
impressive $129 million (AVP is the fifth 
highest-grossing film when adjusted 
for inflation, Requiem the lowest 
crossing), The latter scored aC grade 
on CinemaScore, a market research tool 
polling viewers’ reactions as they leave 
the cinema, a mark suggesting that even 
the comic-reading/T-shirt-wearing 
hardcore were dissatished. And they even 
lapped up Judge Dredd Vs. Altens, 

The mixture of diminishing returns 
and punter disappointment scuppered 
ideas for ‘Alien Vs, Predator 3’. Alten Vs. 
Predator: Requtem’s directors Colin and 
Greg Strause had always wanted to set 
their film in space, tying it much closer 
to the feel of the graphic novels, but by 
the time they were hired Fox had landed 
on Shane Salerno’s Earth-bound script. 
But they never discounted their 
ambitious plans for the next instalment, 
which would would see the threequel 
butt right up to Alren. Their original idea 
picked up at the end of Alien Vs. Predator: 
Requiem, transitioning from the Predator 
fun to a logo of a Weyland-Yutani 
spaceship heading to an alien planet, 

“We were actually going to cut down 
to the surface and you were going to see 
ahunt going on,” said Greg Strause in 
October 2010. “Tt was song to bey whole 


tribe of Predators going against this 
creature that we called King Alien. 
It’s this huge giant-winged alien thing. 


sAnd that was going to be the lead-in, 


ito show the fact that the Predator gun 
is the impetus for all the technological 
advancements that allowed humans to 
travel in space. Which leads up to the 
Alien timeline.” 

There were other directors in the 
iframe for a threequel. Creature designers 
‘Tom Woodruff and Alec Gillis, who 
had worked on every Alien film since 
Aliens, expressed a desire to take the 
directorial reigns, Other scenarios were 
also swirling around. Perhaps more 
budget-friendly than the Strause's 
set-in-space scenario, Alien Vs, Predator: 
Requiem's screenwriter Shane Salerno 
pitched an idea of a Predator ship 
crashing in Afghanistan, forcing a Special 
Forces team to pick their wits against the 
critter tag team. But nothing stuck. At 
San Diego Comic-Con 2015 promoting 

The Predator, Shane Black told the 
crowd, “I don’t think Alien Vs. Predator 
is dead, do you?” Although the lacklustre 
performance of Black’s own take might 
be the fing] nail in the AVP coffin, 
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"TAKE A WRETCHED PREMISE, IMAGINE 
THE WORST PICTURE THAT COULD BE MADE 
ROM IT. THEN IMAGINE SOMETHING EVEN 
WORSE, THAT'S ALIEN VS, PREDATOR." 
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THE LIGHT IS wrong” grumbles Sir Ridley Scott. / xo 
“What's wrong with the light?” Over 35 years of ambitious fo . 
world-building, during which he’s transported us from the 
glorious vistas of New Mexico, to the opulence of ancient Rome, 
to the dust and blood of the medieval Middle East, to the 
dystopian murk of future America, Sir Ridley has probably 

got to the stage where, when he asks for light, he bloody well 
gets as much as he needs. Not today, though. Today, he’s 

being thwarted by real light and the real world. Empire is in 

a conference room at the London offices of his production 
company, Scott Free, where posters for Gladiator and Black 
Hawk Down, appropriately enough, adorn the walls. It’s 10.30 
in the morning, it’s overcast, and the 74-year-old knight has, VA 
apparently, taken it as a personal affront that The Almighty has of 
not deigned to bathe the office in a warm, magic-hour glow. 
“How do we get more light in here?” he asks, before taking 
matters into his own hands and fiddling with the blinds. It help: 
Not much, but it helps, Satisfied, he sits down with a bemused 
Empire and talks — passionately, knowledgeably — about his 
long-anticipated return to perhaps the most impressiveand 
influential world he’s ever created, with Prometheus 
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You've been away from sci-fi for 

30 years. Why come back now? 

I never really had the urge before. I was 
too engaged in doing other subjects 
Thadn’t touched upon. I'd always had 
this idea hanging in the back of my mind 
relating to the original Alien franchise. 

IT raised that question, starting off as the 
possibility of a connection, but now it’s 
moved away from that and is independent, 
in. a funny kind of way. If this were to be 
successful, we could easily be looking at 
a sequel, What this film does do is open 
up a whole different door, A much bigger 
door, away from monsters and demons. 


You've come close to doing sci-fi 
again, though. 

[Am Legend, specifically, J Am Legend 
was taken right to the wire and it was 
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only brought down because the budget 
was too high at the time. It was a mere 
$106 million, which to me now seems 
a medium-sized film, but it was shot 
down because I said I couldn't reduce 
it any further. So I crossed the street 
and made Gladiator instead. It was 

a good move. 


You’re working on a new Blade 
Runner as well. 

That has kept tapping on the door 
frequently. But it was always tied up, and 
now it’s less tied up. Aleon bought it and 
we're moving forward into planning what 
to do. It’s not aremake. If you're going to 
go inand do Blade Runner, do youdoa 
sequel? A prequel? What exactly would it 
be about and what exactly was the world 
that everyone seemed to fall in love with? 





With that and Prometheus, is there 
a sense that you're protecting 

your legacy? 

I really don’t give a shit, honestly. What 
makes a good film? That's where I come 
from. I’m a yarn-teller. My job is to 
engage you as much as I can and as 
often as I can, I love the process and 
still continue to adore the process, 
actually. I don’t get attached to anything. 
I'm like a good antique dealer. I'm 
prepared to sell my most valuable table. 


Are you impressed with modern 
sci-fi? 

It’s mostly dressing. With science-fiction 
you have the opportunity of being able 
to do anything you want, with the digital 
assistance, and it’s up to you to not 

do anything foolish or silly or daft, or 
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non-credible. Within that universe, 
you have to stick to your own rulebook. 
That's what's happening, we're not 


drawing up enough rules when we start. 


Are you tired of seeing films that 
have so clearly been influenced by 
Alien and Blade Runner? 

No. It’s always amusing. But you can 
tell who’s trying to hide it. Now they 
don’t even hide it. 


You made Alien and Blade Runner 
consecutively. Were you a sci-fi 

fan at that time? 

No, Blade Runner and Alten were more 
by accident than plan. I had done a film 


called The Duellists, so | was baffled why 


some bright spark would ask me to do 
a science-fiction movie. The Duellists 





won Cannes, but Paramount didn't know 
how to release a film about two guys 

in bizarre breeches, waving swords 
around. I actually think it’s a pretty good 
Western. But the idea of science-fiction 
came out of the blue. I'd seen Star Wars 
and that had knocked me sideways 

with all my plans. I was planning 

to do Tristan And Isolde in France, 

and I thought I would try to convert it 
into another arena, So I sat down for 
about five weeks and redrew a plan 

to do Tristan And Isolde as futuristic. 
When I was doing that, I was already 
carrying myself forward into science- 
fiction, partly to do with the inspiration 
from Jean “Moebius” Giraud and his 
marvellous original illustrations in 
magazines such as Metal Hurlant, 

and all those publications which I used 
to look at and hide from my children, 
because they were so violent and sexual. 
They were adult comic strips, but they 
didn’t pull any punches. I thought, that’s 
the way to go. Moebius designed my 
spacesuits for Alien, 


How did you go from that to Alien? 
Well, I was the fifth choice. I think Robert 
Altman was even on the list ahead of 
me. How the fuck do you ask Bob to do 
that? Crazy! I think it was random. 

I called them and within 32 hours I was 
standing at Fox. “What do you want to 
do?” Nothing. No rewrite. You can make 
this film right now. We were catapulted 
off. | never changed a word. It was 
spartan in its writing, which is what 

I thought was good. It was a B movie 
done in an A way with an A+ cast. It took 
along time to cast. 1 drove them crazy 
with casting. I didn’t cast Sigourney 
Weaver until almost two weeks before 
principal photography. Laddy [Alan 


Ladd Jr, then-head of Fox], whois normally a paragon and 
absolute representation of calm and cool, lost his cool and 


said, “Where the fuck is the leading lady?" I was 10 days off. 
I tested her in the sets I was building for Alien, that’s how 


close I was, and it worked out. 


You've always been a world-builder, creating these 
all-encompassing universes on film. Was the chance 

to do that again, on an epic scale, what drew you back to 
Prometheus, where you could build giant sets? 

Yes. It’s still practical to be able to build and design everything, 
rather than trying to fit it in digitally, As planned as a screenplay 
can be, so are the visuals. I really worked with Arthur Max 

and four other absolutely brilliant designers — the best, maybe, 
in the business — in LA before we even knew we had a film. 

Fox were smart enough to fund the visual prep process while 
the film was being written. 


That must have been fun. 

I loved it, yeah. I’m still a designer at heart and I loved getting in 
there with designers with pads and papers and pencils, I’ve just 
learned how to start an iPad. [ hope it was the right thing todo. > 
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Was it challenging integrating designs with the Space 
Jockey’s world, but coming up with fresh stuff like the 


Prometheus itself? 


It’s all challenging now, because there have been so many 
science-fictions done that we're almost designed out. It’s trying 
to find something that doesn't become too outrageous, or so 
outrageous that it becomes fantasy. I try to keep these films 

in an area of reality, so it has to feel real, The design challenge 
is, if I think I’ve seen that before, I can't do that. 


And you extended the 007 stage, the biggest in Europe, 
because it wasn’t big enough for your purposes... 

I worked on it for Legend, and I burned the stage down! 
[Chuckles] It never is big enough, you know. You stand at one 
end and put a viewfinder on and get someone to go down and 
stand at the other end. You go, “Uh, it’s not that big.” I’m a great 
recycler, I wanted to recycle spaces so the more big spaces 

I've got, the bigger my film will appear to be. [ll recycle every 


goddamn space, I'll re-shoot a corridor 13 
different ways and you'll never recognise 
them. It’s like in Gladrator, to give you an 
example. The Senate, where they stood 
talking and Joaquin [Phoenix] spun his 
sword on the marble, that is later his 
office, his bedroom, his living room, and 
her quarters, That was simply by moving 
around dressing, changing the angles, 
and changing the drapes. If you look 
carefully, you'll realise the columns are 
the same on all those sets. 


How long have you had the notion to 
revisit the story of the Space Jockey? 
Years. Years, years, years, I always 
wondered when they did 2, 3 and 4 why 
they hadn't touched upon that, instead 
of evolving into some other fantastic 
story. One was set on a prison, wasn't it? 
Jim’s [Cameron] was more military, 
going back to what happened to the 
people — what was it? Whatever 
happened to the space station and the 
pioneers that were on it. That was all 
logical at the time, and yet they missed 
one of the biggest questions of all, which 
is: who’s the big guy? Who's flying the 
ship, basically? And where were they 
going? And with what? Why that cargo? 
There are all kinds of questions. 


The search for our makers, the 
dawn of mankind, the nature 

of God — these are big themes. 
They're old questions, which have been 
asked many times and presented in 
various forms in quite imaginative 
fashion. In the “60s, there was a guy 
called Erich von Daniken who dida very 
popular book called Chariots Of The 
Gods?, and he proposed previsitation, 
which we all pooh-poohed, But the 
more we get into it, the more science 
accepts the fact that we're not alone in 
this universe, and there’s every feasible 
chance that there are more of us, not 
exactly as we are, but creatures that 
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are organically living in other parts of this particular galaxy. 
[Stephen| Hawking said he thinks that there are and that 
he hopes they don’t visit. Because if they do, they're way 
ahead of us. 


Do you believe in previsitation? 

I think it's entirely logical. The idea that we've been here three 
billion years and nothing happened until 75,000 years ago is 
absolute nonsense, If something happened here two billion 
years ago, if there was a civilisation at least equal to ours, 
there would be nothing left after two billion years. It would be 
carbon. We talk about Atlantis and cities under the water that 
have long gone, long submerged, but they're in the relatively 
recent past. I'm talking about one-and-a-half billion years ago 
— was this planet really empty? I don’t think so, 


It’s been 33 years since Alien, 30 years since Blade 
Runner. How has the film-making landscape changed for 
you in that time? 

It hasn't really changed. The bottom line still is: what's your 
story? How good are your characters? How good is the 
dialogue? Then I also say, it doesn’t matter how good the 
thoroughbred is; you'd better have a good jockey. And that's 
us — we re jockeys. 


In 1978, when you were shooting Alien, you didn’t have 

to contend with the internet and people analysing your 
every move. 

I don't get where that comes from. It annoys the shit out of 

me, actually. So we started to do advertising in a different form. 
We thought rt would be a good idea to advertise and never 
mention the name of the movie. That’s why we opened up 

to TED [the global Technology, Entertainment and Design 
conferences| and did that piece with Peter Weyland where he 
says, “We are the gods now.” That went down extremely well; 
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and we never mentioned the film. That’s 
a good trick we learned from advertising. 
The next one will go out and talk about 
David, the Michael Fassbender character. 
Again, it’s utilitarian advertising on 

a laptop where suddenly this guy is 
talking to you about being a robot, 

and you don’t know what the fuck he’s 
talking about. At the very end he has 

a fingerprint that he puts onto the 
screen and in his fingerprint, in his 
natural skin, is a‘W’, which ts for the 
Weyland Corporation. 


You're working with Fassbender 
again... 
He’s great. 


On The Counsellor, Cormac 
McCarthy's first original screenplay. 
It’s fantastic. There are five wonderful 
characters with honestly some of the 
best dialogue I’ve ever read, It revolves 
around the world of a cartel, but you 
never go into it, you never meet 

a member of the cartel, It’s really 
frightening, and it’s really saying don't 
play with the devil, don’t step across 
the line, don’t think you can do it and 
get away with it because you can never 
get away with it. It has aclassic Cormac 
McCarthy darkness to it, which makes 
you sick to the pit of your stomach, 

We start that in mid-June, a week after 
this comes out. 


Have you decided on the rating for 
Prometheus yet? 

Right now, I don’t know where we 

are. The question is, do you go for the 
PG-13, or do you go for what it should 

be, which is R? Financially it makes quite 
a difference, or the risk makes quite 

a difference, and yet you also have to 
apply the question — if you soften it, 

will you financially suffer? As opposed 

to just going for the throat and gambling. 
Essentially, it’s kinda R. The little 
bastards will still get in anyway, so what's 
the difference? It’s not just about blood, 
it’s about ideas that are very stressful. 
I'm not an idiot, but I'll do everything 

I can to get the most aggressive film I can, 


It’s interesting that the title doesn't 
have the word ‘Alien’ in it. 
It’s Tom Rothman’s title. It’s a good title, 


Is part of you perversely proud 
that you're releasing a mammoth 
summer blockbuster with a title 
people will struggle to say, let 
alone understand? 

If you've got a lisp, it’s pretty tough. 
Prometheus, |Chuckles| I can barely 
say it, actually. @ 
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ORIGINAL DIRECTOR RIDLEY SCOTT RETURNED TO 
THE ALIEN FRANCHISE. BUT THIS WAS TO BE NO 
‘MERE RETREAD. HE HAD BIG QUESTIONS ON HIS 
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MIND, 


—~ ’ 


the big questions. Who are we? Where did we come 
from? And the biggest, most existential head- 
scratcher of them all: Why are we here? We're here 
because Sir Ridley Scott has had big questions 
gnawing away at him for the last 33 years, and he finally needed 
to answer them. If you've ever seen Alten (and if you haven't, 
stop reading now, watch it and write “I should have seen Alien 
before reading this feature” 50 times), then you've probably 
asked the same questions. They come up during the film’s early 
stage, when John Hurt’s Kane, Tom Skerritt’s Dallas and 
Veronica Cartwright’s Lambert have entered the sepulchral 
shadows of the derelict alien spaceship whose distress signal 
they have answered. They soon stumble into a cavernous 
antechamber, with dread-inducing bio-mechanical decor by 
H. R. Giger, which is dominated by what appears to be a large 
cockpit. At the controls lies an enormous skeleton, with an 
elephantine skull and a hole in its chest from which something 
appears to have escaped, Something that kills people with what 
appears to be a penis with teeth. 

This is the Space Jockey. 
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ince the dawn of Mankind, we have struggled with 


, AS EMPIRE DISCOVERED ON THE SET 


We never see it again. Instead, 
Alien plunges into its feverish 
melange of iconic images: facehuggers, 
chestbursters, that dark, dangerous devil 
punching a hole in Harry Dean Stanton’s 
head and, eventually, Sigourney Weaver 
stripping down to her smalls before 
blowing it out of the goddamn airlock. 
You could be forgiven for never giving the 
Space Jockey a second thought. 

But Scott did. In fact, even as his 
career took him away from sci-fi, and 
as the Alien series continued with 
increasingly diminishing returns (James 
Cameron's Aliens aside, of course), he 
couldn't stop thinking about it, and 
found himself asking those same 
questions. Questions unanswered by 
any of the sequels. Who was the Space 
Jockey? Where did it come from? 
Where was it going with that particular 
cargo? What on LV-426 happened to 
him? And, perhaps most important of 
all, why was he there? 
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A VIEW FROM 
INSIDE THE 
SPACESHIP 
PROMETHEUS. 

/f BELOW RIGHT 
ELIZABETH SHAW 
(NOOMI RAPACE) 
PERFORMS A 
C-SECTION ON 
HERSELF AND 
GETS A NASTY 
SURPRISE. 

f? BOTTOM. LEFT 
TO RIGHT 

DAVID (MICHAEL 
FASSBENDER) 
KEEPS WATCH: 
DEATH BY ACID: 
RIDLEY SCOTT. 
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To answer those questions would 
require a film that would function as 
a prequel to Alien, but also as its own 
self-contained story (and possible 
franchise). To answer those questions 
would require Prometheus. 

“Tf Alien is Z, this movie should not 
be A through Y,” says Damon Lindelof, 
former showrunner on Lost, and the 
man who wrote the shooting script for 
Prometheus. “The idea of having lots of 
facehuggers and xenomorphs running 
around — we’ve seen all that, it’s all been 
done. It shouldn't just be a progression 
of the events you totally expect. There 
should be some surprises in there.” 

That's something Empire 
experiences first-hand when we make 
our first visit to the Pinewood Studios 
set of Prometheus (Alten was shot at 
Shepperton) on a blustery April day. 
Across the lot, the BBC is filming the 
latest series of Dragons’ Den (the one 
where James Caan bowed out to be 
replaced by the woman who voiced 
Pazuzu in The Exorcist), while 
preparations are beginning for Bryan 
Singer's Jack The Giant Killer and the 
Keanu Reeves-starring 47 Ronin. But 
the bulk of the legendary studios’ 
soundstages belong to Sir Ridley and 
his return to the genre on which he left 
an indelible mark. 

We're taken around some of Arthur 
Max's stunning sets, shown the 





eponymous Prometheus, a shining, brand-new interstellar craft 
carrying a convoy of scientists on a mission that may change 
mankind forever. We walk through the ship's cavernous docking 
bay, with its bulky but functional transports and trucks, and 
then explore its pristine chambers, including a medlab, 
corridors that have padded walls in case the ship suffers a loss 
of gravity, some crew members’ quarters and escape pods, and; 
intriguingly, a duplex bridge replete with a see-through floor 
(which takes Empire's weight comfortably) surrounded by a 
green-screen canvas on which the outer reaches of space will 
later be digitally daubed. Prometheus takes place almost 40 
years before Alten, but this is a world away from the dilapidated 
bulk of the Nostromo; this is no-expense-spared space luxury, 
If Apple designed spaceships — and one day, you can bet your 
bottom dollar, they will — they would look a lot like this, 

And then, lying on the floor of a set that seems to be some 
sort of operating room, we find the elephantine in the room. 

This is the Space Jockey. 

Or, to be more precise, the disembodied head of the Space 
Jockey, ready for its close-up, Mr Scott. Or, to be more precise 
still, it’s not a head at all, but a helmet; a breathing apparatus 
designed to help our old friend cope with hostile atmospheres. 
For — and this is the first surprise, the first sign that Prometheus 
has more up its sleeve than toothy terrors picking off people one 
by one — that Merrick-like mask merely conceals the true face 
of the Space Jockey, Helpfully, that face is also on set, awaiting 
a spot of prosthetics jiggery-pokery, and it takes Empire's breath 
away. Whatever we were expecting from Prometheus, whatever 
we were expecting the Space Jockey to be, it’s fair to say we 
weren't expecting it to be a grey/blue-skinned creature, about 
nine feet tall, its sneering face marked with scars. Its humanoid 
face. Its face that looks just like one of us. Its face that prompts 
as Many questions as it does answers, and chief among them 
is the biggest one of them all. The one with which Prometheus 
is really preoccupied. 


magine if Alren had been called ‘Nostromo’, Alrens 
‘Sulaco’ or Alien Resurrection ‘Auriga’. Had those films 
shared a name with the ships on which much of the 
action takes place, that would have been the case. 
Prometheus is the first movie in the Alten universe to 
share its title with the ship (Aliens was set on prison planet 
Fiorina 161, and Prometheus has rather helpfully rendered Afven 
Vs. Predator and its godawful sequel obsolete, non-canon 
fanfiction), but don’tread too much into that. The significance 
of the name lies elsewhere, 

In the fake TED 2028 lecture by Guy Pearce’s Peter 
Weyland (founder of The Company whose nefarious activities 
are threaded throughout the franchise) that appeared online at 
the beginning of March, Weyland recounts the legend of 
Prometheus. If you don’t know your Greek mythology, it goes 
something like this: Prometheus, a Titan, stole fire from the 
gods and gave it to mankind, kick-starting and accelerating our 
evolution. As Weyland notes, “It was our first piece of technology.” 

For his transgression, Prometheus was punished by 
Zeus and forced to spend an eternity tied to a rock where, 
every night, an eagle would peck out his liver. It would regrow 
by the morning, only for the process to be repeated until 
Hercules happened along and freed Prometheus during one 
of his labours, 

“That myth is everything that we wanted to talk about,” says 
Lindelof. “In aliteral sense, it’s the name of the ship they're on. 
In the figurative sense, you have to think about the man who 
named the ship (Weyland). This ts the guy who funded the 
entire journey and he sees himself as Prometheus in many ) 
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50 FAR, IN the 
Alien series, there 
have been three 
androids — they 
prefer ‘synthetics’ 
themselves 

— operating 

in plain sight 
alongside 
their human 
counterparts, And 
their names lend 
themselves neatly 
to a game we're 
calling Alien 
Andriod Alphabet. 
So Ais for Ash 
(lan Holm in the 
original), B is for 
Bishop (Lance 
Henriksen in 
Aliens/Aliens), C is 
for Call (Winona 
Ryder in Alien 
Resurrection), 
and Dis for David, 
who actually 
predates all of 
them. Not that 
[that particularly 
affected Michael 
Fassbender. 

“| didn't revisit or 
rewatch what lan 
Holm did, but 

| remember it,” 

he says. “I didn't 
want to have as 
advanced an 
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android as that.” 
Fassbender 
describes David 
as “fastidious” 
and “almost like 
an anal butler”. 
But the man who's 
arquably the most 
magnetic actor of 
the moment didn't 
sign on just to 
do his C-3PO 
impression. While 
David may not be 
as malevolent 
as Ash, there's 
something lurking 
beneath his iSkin 
which could 
have serious 
ramifications for 
the crew. “The 
first thing | wanted 
to do was make 
him ambiguous. Is 
he fucking with 
you, oris he being 
sincere?” says 
Fassbender. 
“| don't think he 
has any real moral 
compass. The 
humans are not 
very nice to him 
— he’s a robot, 
there's prejudice 
there. It's 
interesting that 
human traits start 





to bleed into 
the robot.” 

Which brings 
us firmly into 
Blade Runner 
territory. Empire 
notes David's 
blond hair is 
reminiscent of 
Rutger Hauer. “I'm 
not as butch as 
Rutger Hauer in 
this,” laughs 
Fassbender. 
Instead, the look 
is modeled on T.E. 
Lawrence, a key 
inspiration for 
David's creator, 
Peter Weyland. 

“| liked the idea of 
having a feminine 
quality to him,” 
says Fassbender. 
“Both Lawrence 
and David Bowie 
have elements of 
that.” Bowie? “| 
haven't suggested 
this to Ridley, but 
| want David to 
be doing a robot 
dance, in a secret 
disco room on the 


ship.” He chuckles. 


“I want him sitting 
there with a disco 
ball, and a floor 
that lights up!” 
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ways. The great thing about Prometheus is he defied the order 
of the gods. This entire movie is about defiance. There was 
something very cool about that idea. The idea of mankind being 
given a tool that the gods were denying them. And what happens 
to you when you defy the gods? It’s not good.” 

Taking place in 2085, some 62 years after Weyland’s TED 
speech but 37 years before the events of Alien, Prometheus 
follows Elizabeth Shaw (Noomi Rapace) and Charlie Holloway 
(newcomer Logan Marshall-Green), a pair of loved-up 
scientists who uncover clues dotted around the globe that 
indicate the hand of an alien intelligence, and a potential 
star map to its point of origin. Positing the idea that these 
extraterrestrials had a hand in the evolution, and perhaps 
even birth, of mankind, Shaw (a believer in God) and Holloway 
(a live-for-the-now sceptic) persuade the Weyland Corp to fund 
an expedition to the other side of the universe. 

That expedition will include Idris Elba, as the ship's gruff 
captain Janek (a throwback to the blue-collar crew of the 


ill-fated Nostromo ); Kate Dickie, Rafe 
Spall and Sean Harris as scientists-for- 
hire who aren’t quite sure what they're 
getting themselves into; a mysterious old 
man that nobody, but nobody, is willing 
to go on the record about (but take a look 
at the content of Weyland’s TED speech 
again for possible hints); Charlize Theron 
as Vickers, arepresentative of The 
Company; and last but not least, Michael 
Fassbender as the ship's android, David, 
who is shunned by his human creators. In 
the grand tradition of Alten, we will meet 
these people, get to know them, and then 
in all likelihood watch them die in 
horrible, grisly fashion as the ‘gods’ they 
encounter (who turn out to be anything 
but) unleash upon them a punishment of 
Old Testament proportions. 

“What elevated this material were 
these grander conceptual designs,” says 
Lindelof. “As opposed to a traditional 
sci-fi movie like Alien, where unknowing 
characters find themselves coming upon 
something horrific, it’s always more 
interesting when those characters are 
seeking out something horrific, or 


potentially horrific. That's a little more in 
the old-school 1950s sci-fi genre, where 
the best of intentions are often rewarded 
with the idea that some things are better 
left unknown, and that there's a line that 
should not be crossed.” 

There is much we still don’t know 
about Prometheus, and that’s the way 
that Scott and Fox want it. But this we 
know for certain. It’s going to be a damn 
sight better than the last major science- 
fiction movie that involved characters 
searching for God and the truth behind 
everything. That was Star Trek V: The 
Final Frontier, notable only for William 
Shatner’s delivery of the line, “What does 
God need with a starship?”, Spock’s 
anti-grav boots and the fact that it was 
The Shat’s first (and last) ttme behind the 
camera for the franchise. 

Prometheus, on the other hand, is 
easily the boldest, bravest movie of the 
summer. It's an Alien movie without Alien 
in the title (at the behest, believe it or 
not, of Fox studio chief Tom Rothman). 
[t’s asummer blockbuster that, according 
to executive producer Michael Ellenberg, 


is “harrowing”. It doesn't feature giant robots punching the 
nuts and bolts out of more giant robots, but instead tackles 
some of the weightiest sci-fi ideas and themes seen since some 


guy in an ape suit threw a bone into the air and it transmogrified 


into a spaceship. It1s, in short, ‘proper science-fiction’, of the 
sort that precious few people have made since, well, Sir Ridley 
brought Blade Runner to the big screen in 1982. 

“It takes balls to make a film that is going to try to answer 
the question of where do we come from?” says Charlize 
Theron. “We've been struggling with that question for as long 
as mankind can remember. What I love about this is that itis 


really playing on the past as well as trying to foresee the future. 


We'll look back at this film, just as we did with Blade Runner or 
Alien, and say it was corner-stoned on a theme that mattered 
and that people actually gave a shit about.” 


hy are we here? We're here because of Sir Ridley 

Scott. We're here because, when one of cinema’s 

true masters decides to play in the sandbox he 

helped build, you should pay attention. And it’s 

not just Emptre that feels this way. The excitement 
is palpable on set, with actors and crew members united in 
their sense that this is something special, “Everyone trom the 
caterer to the lead actors felt like they were part of something 
special,” says Rafe Spall, “I’ve never felt like I’ve been part of 
movie history before!” 
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PROME THEUS 


Today’s particular slice of movie history, as Empire returns 


to the set on a June day clogged with rain, involves the scientific 


crew of Prometheus (another contrast with Alien, whose crew 
was composed of working-class space truckers), Having landed 


on the planet they reckon is the home of the Engineers, an away 


team comprising Shaw, Holloway, David, Harris’ Fifield, Spall’s 
Millburn and Kate Dickie’s Ford sets out to explore and, 
hopefully, make first contact. Their journey, echoing that of 


Kane, Dallas and Lambert 33 years earlier (although 37 years in 


their future), is filled with foreboding, and takes them into the 
bowels of an alien pyramid. 

As the actors stand outside the soundstage, its set 
scattered with black rocks and pools of water stretching as 
far as the eye can see, they laugh and joke around. Fassbender 
waits until the last possible moment before donning his 
cumbersome goldfish-bowl helmet, lifting his lantern and 
walking in with the others. 


The helmets have headsets so the actors can hear each 


other; and are sleeker and more streamlined than the Alien 
vintage, but clearly modelled on the same principle by costume 
designer Janty Yates. And they play a crucial role in what 
unfolds. As the group spreads out around a dark hole that 

leads God knows where to who knows what, Holloway, 

without warning, reaches up and takes his helmet off despite 
Shaw's anguished pleas not to. “Outside the structure, the 

air is lethal,” explains Marshall-Green, “but our suits tell 

us that inside the structure it’s reasonably similar to our 
atmosphere on Earth. So I leap before I look, and taste the air.” 


He stands, lets water drip down from the ceiling onto 


his face, then inhales deeply. Rather than breathing his last, 


the scientist finds that, somehow he can respire in here. 
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Letting out a whoop of joy, the others 
follow suit. Rapace’s Shaw, with 

an almost imperceptible nod of 
admonishment at her lover, continues 
on and out of the frame, until a satisfied 
Sir Ridley calls, ‘Cut!’ 

They reset quickly while Empire 
further admires the set that wraps 
around us. We're on Pinewood’s 007 
Stage, the largest soundstage in Europe, 
and yet that wasn’t large enough to 
accommodate Scott’s vision so he had 
it extended by 25 per cent. Looking 
around, as rivulets of water run down 
the walls and blackness engulfs all 
but the most brightly lit areas, it’s 
easy to see why. Not for Sir Ridley is 
the idea of doing this with swathes 
of CGI, his actors fighting off invisible 
foes while surrounded by a giant 
ereen curtain. 

“You saw the way that Ridley 
mixes the old school with the new 
technology,” says Fassbender, later, 
“What was great about Ridley was to 
see someone using a fishing line for 
one effect. Ridley comes from an art 
background, so the idea of texture and 
the physicality of a set around the actors 
registering on camera was something 
he didn’t want to lose.” 

That could be the understatement 
of the year, as we discover when we 
wander over to the adjacent soundstage, 
the home of what Scott, disturbingly, 


refers to as the Ampule Chamber, and 

see it. Itis the reason why the 007 stage 
needed an extension. It is the single-most 
impressive piece of production design 
we've ever seen, It is so awe-inspiring 
that we take some time to walk round it, 
and almost get lost. 

Itis agiant head. Well, of course 
a film with ideas this big has a giant 
head. But this head is something else. 

It is, approximately, 30 feet tall, and 

is meant to be astone structure that’s 
been here for, perhaps, millions of years. 
It resembles the Engineer (sans mask) 
in appearance, down to the markings 
and pockmarked scars, and also recalls 
the Easter Island statues. It echoes the 
work of Giger (although the Swiss artist 
is not as involved with this movie as the 
original Alien), It is, unmistakably, the 
work of a superior intelligence: an 
intelligence with no little ego; an 
intelligence that might regard humanity 
as insects. And it’s testament to Sir 
Ridley’s commitment to keeping it real, 
as he did in 1978 when he surprised his 
poor, unsuspecting actors with the 
copious amounts of blood John Hurt 
geysered after that particularly bad 
bout of indigestion. 

“I was prepared to be fighting against 
nothing and to be running and creating 
everything in my head,” marvels Rapace, 
who, as the closest thing the film has to 
anew Ripley, will be handling much of 
the film’s action quotient. “But we had 
real things on set.” 

“Things”? Interesting. While it 
seems the creatures doing the stalk- 
and-slash on board Prometheus are 
Eldritch nightmares we haven't 
before experienced, could we expect 
an appearance from a familiar, acid- 
blooded figure? Scott has said the final 
eight minutes of the film will provide 
a direct link between Alien and 
Prometheus. Lindelof, meanwhile, 
provides a tantalising clue. 

“There is something that is 
endemic to the Alen franchise,” he 
says. “You think about chestbursters 
and facehuggers and parasites that need 
human hosts in order to gestate, so 


there's that level of expectation. Now, if you go and do those 
exact things, people have seen them now In five or six movies, 
and video-games, and lots of excellent fan fiction and some 
not-so-good fan fiction. But at the same time, if you go to 

a Rolling Stones concert, they better play ‘Sympathy For 

The Devil’. But hopefully they save it for the encore. And 


let's leave it at that.” 


Something had to punch its way out of that Space Jockey’s 
chest. Something had to lay all those eggs in the derelict’s 
hold. So it seems certain that, at some point, the xenoshit 
will hit the xenofan, and an old, familiar, slime-covered 


figure will appear, 


And let’s be frank: that is why we're here. @ 
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LEIS BE 
HONEST. Most 

of us saw Alien 
before we were 
legally allowed to. 
Noomi Rapace 
certainly did, and 
it stayed with her. 
“It blew me away 
completely,” she 
confesses. “It was 
the first time | was 
shocked by a 
whole movie, and 
the first time | saw 
a woman doing 
things that men 
had always done 
before.” The 
woman was, of 
course, Sigourney 
Weaver's Ripley, 
the archetypal 
strong movie 
female. “She 

was so sexy 

and kick-ass 
hardcore,” recalls 
Rapace. “It 
changed a lot of 
things in me.” 

A couple of 
decades later, and 
that’s abundantly 
clear. In her native 
~weden. Rapace 
has cornered the 
market in strong 
women, most 


famously as 
Lisbeth Salander 
in The Girl With 
The Dragon 
Tattoo. That 
caught 
Hollywood's eye 
and led to a role 
in Sherlock 
Holmes: A Game 
Of Shadows, but 
it also put her on 
Sir Ridley Scott's 
radar, and led to 
her casting as 
Elizabeth Shaw, 
the scientist 
who leads the 
expedition to 
discover the truth 
behind the dawn 
of humanity and 
who, when the 
chips are down, 
channels her inner 
Ripley. “There are 
a lot of similarities 
to Ripley,” says 
Rapace, “but 
she's not a clone. 
In the third act, 
she feels like a 
relative of Ripley 
ina way. They 
both can switch 
on some sort of 
warrior mode.” 
shaw’s 
relationship with 


Holloway (Logan 
Marshall-Green) 
sets her apart. 
“Ripley was quite 
alone, but Shaw 
and Holloway are 
a team,” says 
Rapace. Shaw's 
faith in God, which 
drives her to seek 
the ultimate truth, 
means she's more 
than just Ripley 
2.0. “Ridley and 

| had many 
conversations 
about that,” says 
Rapace. “There 
are moments 
when she's asking 
herself, “What is 
God? If there’s so 
much destruction 
and hate, how can 
it be God's will? 
But she can turn 
that into some 
kind of strength.” 
she laughs. “It's 
the first time for 
me that I’m playing 
a character who's 
not totally messed 
up! I'm used to 
people that are 
more destroyed 

in their souls, 

and moving in 

the shadows.” 
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..... OKAY, FIRST THINGS first. Is it or is it not an Alien 
.---- prequel? Yes, it is contained within the same universe and 
--+-= Occurs prior (2093) to Ridley Scott's transcendent B-movie and 
bn = subsequent chest-aches. Yet it tells another story. You could 
\esege deem it a reboot. The backstory of the Space Jockey — sorry, 
ro224 Engineer — H.R. Giger’s resplendent first victim discovered in 
...««  Alien’s tomb-like Derelict with a notable hole in his plentiful ribs. 
There is more to him than meets the eye. 
A Scott's eagerly awaited return to science fiction boasts many 
ee of the arch-stylist’s robust qualities: the ethereal look, the 
..... Visceral ickiness, an attempt to underpin the fantasy with a 
serviceable science. No director immerses you in an environment 
quite like Scott, and with money (and tools) he could never have 
dreamed of with Alien, he has let his imagination take flight. 
Gratifyingly, the film is an extension and diversification of Giger’s 
biomechanical otherness. Yet Prometheus feels totally different. 
It is airy and open; even the interiors have an epic scale, No 
constricting corners, few corridors down which we will plunge. 
A disciple of Kubrick, Scott had an itch to try his hand at 
2001's grand scope even before he made Alien. And now, joining 
forces with Lost-alumnus Damon Lindelof and digging out his 
[L..... copy of Erich von Daniken’s Chariots Of The Gods, he has 
asass mostly deviated from the anticipated monster-movie template 
}----- for amythical man-meets-god-it-doesn't-go-well exploration 
------ movie. You can't fault his ambition, Big questions are asked, and 
fegase matters of belief are weighed up, then people start to turn green 
1 a a and the medi-lab has a rush on as the genre flips into horror. 
een Only it stalls. If you were eagerly awaiting a reinvigoration 
5 a aie of the Alien franchise, some 3D chestbursting, facehuggers 
——" popping out of succulent eggs, some fresh psychosexual 
states strand of xenomorphology ready to haunt our lives you're in for 
a let-down. It turns out Scott wasn't fibbing, or even hedging 
,.---. his bets — this isn’t an Alien movie in that sense at all, 
dita There is no accumulation of dread, none of Alien's haunted 
cence silences that slid beneath your bones. Awe, wonderment and 
kana terror need atmosphere to flourish. Prornetheus is strangely 
oe impatient — rushing its set-ups and squandering drama. 
ia Characters perish, but without any great wit or design. 
aaa Noomi Rapace's scientist Elizabeth Shaw works as a 
spiritual ancestor to Ripley, except both actress and character 
fall prey to the deathly thinness. She clings to the idea of 
God, and when the film lurches into panic mode is thrust 
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unconvincingly intoleading lady. = = «= u...-e. 
Sigourney Weaver sheisnot.Therest = = ...... 
ofthe 17-strong Prometheus crew ne 
(no cat) follow suit — interesting actors sie 
confined to blunt B-movie traits and xomaie’ 
rudimentary dialogue. You might be sick rer 
of comparisons, butthe crewofthe = = = ...-.. 
Nostromo were recognisablyhuman.We  — ...... 
knew them. Here they are plotdevices = =... 
waiting to die. And youcarenotajot = § ..L... 
as they get mashed or tentacled. Seca 

Gharlize Theron,as Weyland =  — uu... 
Industries queen-bee Meredith Vickers, = 8 § -----. 
is the bitch (Burke minus the smarm). aqake, 
Sean Harris looks likely tobe our biliouSs = = —---.. 
below-decks mutineer (“Ilove money!") = _..--. 
but turns out to be a cowardly geologist are 
(“llove rocks!"). Rafe Spallisasilly = = = -.--.. 
biologist. Idris Elba the spit-and-sawdust = = ...... 
ship’s captain. Logan Marshall-Green the = == -..... 
gung-ho loveinterest. we 

Thank God (or is thatthe Engineers?) = -.---. 
for Michael Fassbender. His performance — ...... 
élevates the film: a multi-faceted reboot of Soaeen 
the requisite android. Davidisasmartlink — ....-. 
inthe thematic chain — acreationofour = --~.... 
making as we are the progeny of the zipebes 
Engineers. Are wethereforenotgods? — -..... 
David's motives are appropriately = tne, 
obscure, if not impenetrable, as he serves ee 
as Prometheus’ witty and worrying Peace 
gentleman butler/scientist/double-agent = —_--.. 
retrofitting Jeeves, David Bowie,and = ...... 
Peter O’Toole’s Lawrence of Arabia. wane 

Inits entirety, though, the film = = cL... 
struggles to find acentral strand whichto —~—_...-.. 
hang onto. The horrific magnificence of = = —..... 
both Alien and Aliens is their directness = §...... 
— they are primal thrillers, questionsof |= -..-.. 
lifeinthe universetendtogoonthe =  — ...... 
backburner when you've gota xenomorph ~—sit.....-. 
chewing on your face. What's worse, the = ..--.. 
endoskeletonisonview—thebonesof j -..-... 
its previous incarnation as a nailed-on tpn 
Alien prequel. There are elements that feel iter 
like rewrites of Alien attributes: an GEE 
egg-sized ampule, atentacle playing = = ....-. 
facehugger,a whole strand ofcreature = == .._... 
nastiness thathas ourold xenomorphic — -.--.. 
favourite written alloverit. Scott didn't = = 2... 
want the cliché, but yousure misshim. = = _----. 

By the end, thefilmhas descended —  -..... 
into B-movie mayhem, as Alien became s2acc: 
so much more. Thereismuchtowonder —~ ...... 
at,alaudable ambition toopenup j§= ~~ uu... 
corners of a faltering franchise, but there atte 
is no getting away fromit— you'llleave eee. 
feelingempty.IANNATHAN = 2——————— sn ne, 
VERDICT // Buffeted by a lack ata 
of suspense, threadbare characters, aie 
and a very poor script, the stunning 5 chet 
visuals, gloopy madness, and sterling Samelee 
Fassbenderiness can'tprevent =  — ...... 
Prometheus feeling like Alien's ae ae 
poor relation. ae 
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“Tt was like the shark in Jaws,” considers Ridley Scott of the 
monster he first unleashed back in 1979, “You don’t show it 
too often. Really make him exclusive. I was trying to keep the 
creatures pulled way back, show enough of them to make you 
squeamish. You're gradually building the tension to the right 
moments. Then you let ‘em have it.” 

He laughs, because there is a trace of sadism beneath the 
79-year-old director's distinguished exterior. On the set of this 
year’s Alien: Covenant, Scott merrily got someone to chase his 
cast when he needed them to flee in terror, and could sometimes 
be seen cackling over some detail of the gore-strewn scenery. If 
the chief criticism of his 2012 Prometheus is that it wasn’t scary 
enough, Alien; Covenant aims to prove the director still knows 
how to send shivers down our spine — while, incidentally, 
cracking spines with a brand-new birthing monster. 

“Tt really traumatised me!” recalls star Katherine 
Waterston of seeing said monster, the ‘Neomorph’, in final 
footage from the film. “You'd think you'd be prepared if you 
read the script, but I’m not ever prepared for Ridley’s antics. 
Ridley gets genuine pleasure out of terrifying people.” 

Covenant’s roots lie in the original 
Alien film, and the mystery of the derelict 
craft where the Alien eggs were 
discovered. To Scott, the Kenomorph 
always seemed designed, a “bio- 
mechanoid weapon” that could clear 
a planet of life in a matter of weeks. But 
who would build such a thing? And why? 
These questions shaped the prequel, 
Prometheus, but its answers did not reach 
the Alien itself. Scott nixed the creature’s 
inclusion, considering it played out after 
four Alien films, The director likes to 
evolve, to try new things. Even for this 
sequel, he initially resisted. “The beast is 
done. Cooked,” he told Yahoo in 2014. 

But by the following year Scott had 
had a change of heart, and decided there 
was life in H.R. Giger’s incomparably 
terrifying creation yet. “One of the great 
joys Ridley had [on this] was getting back 
in touch with his old friend, the Alien 
monster,” says screenwriter John Logan, 
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who came aboard in late 2015, “He was 
delighted, from our first conversation, to 
really double down on the beast. I think 
Ridley wanted a change-up after 
Prometheus, which is a brooding and 
expansive and sort of theological movie. 
First thing I said was, “Look, I love all the 
philosophical ideas, the grandeur, but 
I want to write a really scary horror movie. 
I want to write a rollercoaster ride.” 
Scott agreed, and the two set to 
work in earnest to make an Alien film 
that would develop Prometheus’ 
philosophy, while filling outer space 
with screaming once again. 





he construction of their rollercoaster brings Empire 
to Fox Studios, Sydney, one warm autumn day 

in late May 2016. The complex, a collection of 
handsome 1930s buildings, was originally the Royal 
Agricultural Society's barns, where farmers brought 
herds for exhibition and sale. But Alten: Covenant’s livestock is 
human rather than bovine. The spaceship Covenant carries 
2,000 colonists in stasis, plus a small crew to populate anew 
world, Origae-6, a decade after the events of Prometheus. When 
the ship picks up a distress call from an unexplored planet, they 
set off on a rescue mission that leads to acid-blooded trouble. 
Michael Fassbender returns in a dual role, as Prometheus’ 
dubious android survivor David and his descendant Walter, 












































































a member of the Covenant crew (“My first question was, ‘Do 

[ get paid double?” Fassbender quips). David was last seen as 

a severed head but, explains the actor, that was no great 
obstacle. “I always knew that we had a place to go with the 

head because we also had a body. He’s a synthetic, so it wouldn’t 
be a crazy thing for him to get reattached.” Fellow survivor 
Shaw (Noomi Rapace) presumably helped restore his bonce, 
but somewhere in the intervening decade she disappeared, for 
reasons the film will make clear. 

Walter, like David before, keeps the ship running 

while his crew sleeps. James Franco’s affable Branson is 

captain, with Billy Crudup’s devout Oram his first officer, 

What's unusual about the Covenant is that the entire crew 

is composed of married couples, off to populate their new 
planet. “Pilgrim fathers set sail across the Atlantic to the New 
World,” notes Scott. “Probably a lot of them were married. It’s 
the same idea here.” 

So Franco’s Branson is married to Waterston’s Daniels, 
third in command (like Ripley in the original film), and 
Crudup’s Oram to Carmen Ejogo’s biologist Karine. Pilot 
Tennessee (Danny McBride), a close buddy of Daniels’, is paired 
with fellow pilot Faris (Amy Seimetz), and communications 
head Upworth (Callie Hernandez) with Ricks (Jussie Smollett). 
Finally among the core cast, there’s a security team led by 
another married couple, Sergeants Lope (Demian Bichir) and 
Hallet (Nathaniel Dean), 

“It raises the stakes,” says McBride of the marital links. “As 
opposed to everyone | being] in it for themselves, they have 
someone they care about in danger as well.” That's true from the 
earliest scenes, when disaster of a non-creature kind strikes the 
Covenant, but it grows ever more acute as the story progresses, 
By all accounts, Logan’s screenplay is calibrated for maximum 
terror, doling out death with sadistic ease. “[Characters] have to 
die at the time that serves the drama,” he shrugs. “We spend a 
lot of time mapping everything out, If this person gets infected 
then, how long will it take for the mutant to gestate? These ) 
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Alien monsters don't just pop up overnight.” 

In Alien, what stuck was the sense that these 

Nostromo crewmates were real people, just in space. 

This crew shares the same matter-of-fact competence, 
although they have a greater sense of purpose. They are 
pioneers sailing into the vast unknown, the lives of 2,000 
frozen shipmates in their hands, an entire civilisation 
ahead. And so Scott needs us to care about the characters 
aboard the vessel, not just the spectacular hellscapes 
they're about to face, 

“The whole notion that Ridley is primarily a visual 
filmmaker is ridiculous,” claims Logan. “Any writer he’s ever 
worked with will tell you he’s about the play, the characters. 
He loved the fact that I wrote really dense, complicated scenes. 
And he’s rigorous about making sure that, ina movie where 
people die, it has to matter.” 


lien: Covenant ts the first 
film in the franchise with 
significant outdoor scenes 
and vegetation. So the first 
two weeks of filming were 
spent in New Zealand, with the cast 
bonding at a remote beauty spot called 
Milford Sound. Rudyard Kipling once 
called it “the eighth wonder of the 
world”, but it’s rarely seen a film crew 
visit, given its inaccessibility and 
near-constant rain. Scott, naturally, leapt 
at the challenge, shooting through the 
downpour. “When it rains, hundreds 

of waterfalls appear,” he marvels. 
“Beautiful, wonderful place. The only 
thing is that at twilight, you get midges. 
It’s a pain in the ass.” 

Further sets, ruins of the Engineer 
civilisation scattered with bodies, were 
built at Potts Hill near Sydney. “I don’t 
like that location,” admits Fassbender. 
“Tt has a grey feeling to it, almost like the 
clouds are hanging over it all the time.” 
But Fox Studios is the film’s base. It’s 
bordered by two stadia dedicated to 
Australian rules football, cricket and 
rugby, and on the set everyone wants to 
wrap well before tonight's Aussie rules 
match (Sydney Swans versus North 
Melbourne) causes traffic chaos, 
Fortunately, Scott moves fast, shooting 
with four cameras and generally getting 
what he wants on the first or second take. 
By lighting for multiple angles and hiring 
actors ready on take one, he does what 
many films would call a day’s work by 
llam. “That's how we do something like 
this in 74 days, not 130,” he shrugs. 

The largest interior set is the 
Covenant’s terraforming bay on Stage 7, 
a vast space centred on an enormous 
vehicle simply called ‘The Truck’. Today, 
however, Scott is filming on Stage l,a 
pitch-black space that causes instant fear 
of lurking Xenomorphs. There’s a small 
pool of light at one end of the stage, 
spilling onto a corridor wrapped around 
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asmall, angled medical bay. Bichir’s 

Lope lies on the operating table while 
Hernandez’ Upworth treats his scratched 
face (“They will work in special effects, 
and it will look even grodier!” Bichir 
cheerily explains later). McBride's 
Tennessee alternately holds Lope’s hand 
and checks his drip. Things are tense, 

but it’s under control. 

After a quick rehearsal and a couple 
of takes, Scott has what he needs, Across 
the stage, construction resumes on a ‘Hall 
Of Heads’, Engineer faces looming like 
Easter Island statues, with steps leading 
into nothing between them. “I don’t 
know if you call the Engineers a race, but 
they're a civilisation,” says production 
designer Chris Seagers. “We discovered 
the wheel and fire. The Engineers 
discovered a method of travel, something 
magnetic. This Hall Of Heads thing, was 
there a hierarchy? How did they store 
information? Was this a library? There's 
a whole other movie here.” 

Later in the day, on Stage 1, 
something has gone horribly wrong in 
Medical, Acrew member's body lies on 
the floor; blood drips down a window. 
The medical monitors, blinking green 
before, now flash red. Waterston’s 
Daniels and one of her shipmates grab 
guns and come running. “Walter, location 
of unidentified lifeform. Any location at 
all!” yells Daniels desperately. There is 
a slight pause. “Good!” beams Scott, 
seemingly happiest when chaos reigns. 


don’t remember not knowing 
Alten,” says Waterston. “I saw 

it too young, There's a vague 
memory, like I’m recovering from 
[some] sort of trauma.” Stepping 
in as the female lead of an Alten movie 
can't be easy, given the long shadow of 
Sigourney Weaver's Ripley, but while 
Waterston shares some of the qualities 
Weaver brought — intelligence, wary 
grace, height — Daniels is a distinct 
proposition. “What I really like about 
her is she’s sharp,” says Waterston, 
“She’s very concerned about the safety 
of the crew and the mission, but she’s 
not [self-] righteous at all,” 

Waterston studied real astronauts, 
picking up on their psychological 
resilience as well as details about cutting 
hair in zero-G with a sort of modified 
hoover, That partially inspired her Joan 
Of Arc-style bowl cut, though she also 
modelled it on Ezra Miller's crop in 
Fantastic Beasts And Where To Find 
Them, which she — perhaps alone in the 
world — thought was “really cool”. 

Another Alten staple is the synthetic 
androids, one per ship, that keep things > 
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running while the humans are frozen in their hypersleep. In Walter is loyal to his crewmates — it’s 
this instalment, however, there are two, Both may look like in his programming — but the returning 


‘ ‘ — , ; ‘ SOMEONE'S HAVING “ 
Michael Fassbender, but they're so profoundly distinct that David has no such allegiance. David was 





: A BAD DAY. 
he treated them as two separate roles he happened to be a prototype, once lavished with care by é a A 
working on concurrently. his creator Peter Weyland (Guy Pearce), beast ee 
‘“ nse. 5 ; ater Wey ‘ SCOTT AND CAST ) 
Newcomer Walter is more robotic. “The technology only to see his father humbled by the TN ICELAND : 
within | Walter] will be more advanced,” says Fassbender, Engineers. “I found that character really ean ae r 
“but his ability to have an emotional response to a painting, or galvanising,” says Logan of David. “My PLAY ME = TUNE: ‘, 
a relationship, is not the same.” Fassbender modelled Walter's approach was to create a backstory with 4 
PI ‘ FASSBENDER ON 


logical attitudes on Star Trek's Spock, and his body language Weyland [glimpsed in the trailer and 
on impeccably elegant designer Tom Ford. Then he simply developed in the film’s opening scenes], 
avoided reacting to anything like his crewmates. “I’m sure and the disappointment David has with 
it’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to be paid to not deliver humanity over the years, finally letting 
emotion,” says Waterston drily of her co-star.“Youdon'trealise — that go deep into his psyche ina very 
how many expectations you have from a human being: I smile, damaging way. Every great story needs 
you smile. [But] when we're all terrified, we look to him. a great antagonist, and David in a way is 
Nothing! There’s a bit where we're running, and everyone else the antihero of these Alen movies.” 

is scrambling and panting, and his knees are popping up like David's chambers on the planet 


FASSBENDER. 
SCOTT DIRECTS 
WATERSTON. 


they're on strings, effortlessly! It’s uncanny.” show someone who has been studying life 
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cycles and evolution, “Idle hands do the devil’s work,” warns 
Scott. “This AI believes he’s marginally superior to his creator, 
which creates an emotional reaction called anger. They've made 
him way too intelligent and way too sensitive. That was the 
error you'll find out [about] in Covenant.” 

So the film’s philosophical issues are argued out between 
the two synthetics, Fassbender playing against himself 
("Finally!” he laughs) as David tries to win over his peer, driven 
by his own vanity, David witnessed a cycle of creation in 
Prometheus — Engineers, humans and synthetics — and saw 
his own creator destroyed. The obvious next step is to create 
life of his own to complete the circle. 

Which brings us to the real stars of the show: the H.R. Giger 
Xenomorphs that have made hearts nearly burst out of chests 
since Scott's first film. Die-hard fans will notice the Aliens in 
this film don’t look quite like their 1979 predecessor, but only 
because the monsters are closer to Giger’s original art. As Conor 
O'Sullivan, head of the creature shop that designed both 
hydraulic and suit-based versions of the villain, explains, “The 
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classic Alien was pipes and tubes; this is 
more naturalistic. Everything Giger did 
was very elegant, and sometimes in the 
past the Alien has got lost in its horror 
story, trying to make a creature that is 
more and more horrifying. We've got 
back to this horrible elegance.” 

Modern technology has made certain 
things easier: you can 3D-print Alien 
eggs and make endless replacements for 
the fragile, semi-translucent Alien skulls. 
They've also made extraordinarily 
realistic corpses for certain doomed crew 
members, to the point where Katherine 
Waterston, waiting on set one day 
without her glasses, became quite 
concerned that one of her colleagues was 
standing in an uncomfortable, hunched 
position between scenes. She went to 
check he was alright, only to realise ‘he’ 
was astraw-filled dummy. By Empire's 
visit, midway through the shoot, 
O’Sullivan’s shelves are stacked with 
similar “corpses” — and one of the 
creatures responsible, the Neomorph, 
stands coquettishly nearby. 

The Neomorph is asmall, pale 
fiend, straddling the exact line between 
horrifying and cute. It was inspired 
by Scott's fondness for nature 
documentaries on living nightmares 
like goblin sharks. “Some of those nature 
videos are so stomach-churning that 
they don't pay me enough to watch 
them,” shudders Logan. “But Ridley 
will see something to do with insects 
swarming, for example, which eventually 
finds its way into a movie. Usually 
there’s some sort of grotesqueness 
we find interesting.” 

Scott will, it seems, be holding back 
some of his gruesome notions for future 
instalments: he is planning at least two 
more films before linking up with the 
original Alien. “Right now we've gota 
ten-page synopsis,” he reveals. “John 
Logan’s doing it. And we know where 
we're going with it.” He is not ruling 
out the idea of using a digitally de-aged 
Sigourney Weaver to bring back Ripley: 
“You could do that,” he allows. And 
Logan promises “different mutations” 
of the Alien to come. 

In the meantime, the focus is on 
making audiences so scared they'll want 
to cry for Mother, The cast are convinced 
this objective has been met. “I honestly 
feel this will make Prometheus work 
more for some people,” says McBride. 
“It’s interesting what that film set up, but 
to me this is a straight horror movie.” 

Prometheus may have put substance 
above scares, but Covenant hopes to 
restore the Xenomorph to its rightful 
place in our worst nightmares, The beast 
is back. Get ready to scream. @ 
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A HIGHLY HOSTILE 
MENOMORPH IS 
MORE THAN READY 
TO MEET THE 
COVENANT CREW. 
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BURST-OUT-OF- 
HUMAN XENOMORPH 
MAKES ITS MARK. 
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“EDGES CLOSE TO 
THE ORIGINAL IN 
TERMS OF GORE. 
IMAGERY AND 
EXCITEMENT.” 


<== 


WHEN THE TITLE Alien: Covenant appears on the screen 
in Ridley Scott's third entry into the six-film Fox franchise, it 
slowly emerges in deep space scored by Jerry Goldsmith’s 
beautiful haunting theme. After the different, divisive Prometheus, 
it seems like a reaffirmation of core values: this time, in space, 
no-one will hear you scream. If that is the intention, then Scott 
succeeds in fits and starts: it feels like a companion-piece to 
Prometheus, still talky and heavy-handed, but edges closer to 
the original in terms of gore, imagery and excitement. 

Covenant opens on a big close-up of Michael Fassbender’s 
eye which, given the director, sets up the expectation of a 
Voight-Kampfi test. Taking place in that sci-fi staple, the Sterile 
White Room With A Huge Window, a young Peter Weyland (Guy 
Pearce) lectures skin job David (Fassbender) about the mysteries 
of creation and — to underline the point — gets him to play 
Wagner's ‘Entry Of The Gods Into Valhalla’ on a grand piano. 
Clearly taking place before the events of Prometheus, we then 
cut to ten years after Noomi Rapace’s Elizabeth Shaw put 
David's head in a duffel bag and blasted off to the Engineers’ 
planet. It's now 2109 and the crew of the Covenant are 
transporting 2,000 colonists to paradise planet Origae-6 in order 
to start a new life. A random transmission — that is deciphered 
as John Denver's Country Roads — alerts them to the presence 
of a nearer planet that has better conditions to support life. 
Having suffered a recent tragedy that left fatalities, the crew take 
the easy option and set down in the untested environment. There 
is breathable air. There is wheat. Only terraforming officer Daniels 
(Waterston) notices there are no bird or animal noises. Gulp. 

Happily, compared to Prometheus, Covenant does 
better versions of all your favourite Alien tropes: crew bantz 
("Sweet tits”, “Sugar dick"), a hazardous drop to a planet, 
the return of ship’s computer Mother, an argument over 
_—— = quarantine, running full-pelt down corridors, nervy bits with 
: dripping water, eggs, Facehuggers, Chestbursters and 
Xenomorphs. But there are twists to the formula, too. There 
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== ha- is a newborn alien that comes off like a malevolent Baby Groot. 
os And we also get nifty Neomorphs, much more agile than their 
i? _ ae — 1979 or 1986 counterparts, leaping about like Velociraptors 
* ee when cornered by the crew. 
= ™ = +-- — When it is intense, Covenant is really intense. The first 
; *, a = ——..------ encounter with the nascent domeheads is a full-on onslaught, 


Sp ee from uncomfortable scenes of uncontrollable shaking to 
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moments of dark absurdity (slipping on 
blood at a key moment) to the beasties 
revealing a hitherto unknown skill at 
head-butting. Yet once the hunt is on, 
Scott can’t muster the sustained tension 
of Alien (or the relentless ride of Aliens). 
There are some creepy kills but none that 
recapture the imagination and design of seat 
the original's deaths. He also can’t build 
momentum in the same way, the sense 
of narrative urgency sadly missing. 

The Govenant crew are a particularly 
nondescript, inter-changeable bunch 
(there are 15; Alien had seven plus cat). 
Some show promise. Waterston’s Daniels atc 
is crippled with grief. Newly promoted 
captain Oram (Crudup) is dealing with a 
doubts that his religious faith will 
undermine his authority. But only Danny 
McBride’s Tennessee really registers, 
and that's partly because he wears a 
cowboy hat. In fact, the most interesting 
character relationships come between 
the two synthetics: newbie Walter and 
Prometheus holdover David (named after 
series producers Walter Hill and David 
Giler). Both skilfully differentiated by 
Michael Fassbender, the pair meet as 
David is the only inhabitant of the newly 
found planet. There are weird, interesting 
scenes as David teaches Walter to play 
flute, out-score each other on Romantic 
poetry and in, what feels like a bizarre 
piece of Fassbender slash fiction, kiss. 
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Yet it is also the point where Scott want 


gets to indulge his Blade Runner- 
Prometheus preoccupation with playing 
God in on-the-nose discussions. At its 
best, aka The First Two, the Alien series 
works as dirty B movies (a slasher horror 
flick, a war film), embedding all the 
(psycho-sexual) meaning in the imagery. 
Here it is done in dialogue about the 
frustration of not being allowed to create 
and the loneliness of dreams. It’s just a 
shame that one of cinema's greatest 
image-makers couldn't deliver his ideas 
visually. Still, as The Martian proved, Scott 
is still good at this sci-fi malarkey, be it 
the big stuff (the Govenant sprouting sails 
to harness power) or the telling details 
(alien atoms get highlighted in smoke 
rings). John Logan and Dante Harper's 
screenplay, after the laugh-free 
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Prometheus, also adds a joke or two. iui 


At one point, there is a Phantom Of The 
Opera gag. Perhaps this is Covenant’s 
biggest scare: some 90 years from now, 
Andrew Lloyd Webber is still a thing. 
lAN FREER 
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VYERDICT // Anupgrade from 
Prometheus, Alien: Covenant amps 

up the thrills but doesn't deliver a 
memorable crew member or the full-on 
onslaught of the series at its height. 
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“THERE'S NU REASON WAY ALIEN SHOULD NOT 
NOW BE ON THE SAME LEVEL AS STAR TREK AND 
SIAR WARS...1T°S THE BEST MONSTER EVER,” 


RIDLEY SCOTT 
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